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ANOREXIA, ALLEGORY, MARROW 
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ABSTRACT 
My research argues for the recognition of a contemporary phenomenon of literary 
decadence, one that can be understood only in relation to the aftermath of France’s 
colonial past and subsequent loss of empire. My work calls into question Camille Paglia’s 
formulation that “excess” is the “hallmark of decadence.” I examine texts, including 
Amélie Nothomb’s Robert des Noms Propres and J.K. Huysmans’ À Rebours, in which 
decadence becomes a mode of asceticism, a constraint/restraint, and a quest for 
purification that pushes both aesthetic and corporeal limitations to their outermost edge. 
My vision of decadence is thus epitomized not by excess, but by hunger and lack. In the 
texts I examine, the concept of loss rises to the surface—whether, in Nothomb’s case, the 
loss of the weightless magic of childhood, or in Huysmans’ case, the loss of the 
mysterious “marrow” in art and literature—as the driving force behind this decadent 
quest for extreme minimization. A close examination of Huysmans’ and Nothomb’s texts 
thus informs the disturbing implications of Houellebecq’s post-decadent universe, where 
sensory extremes are replaced by middling states of comfortable neutrality. Soumission’s 
protagonist François—a Huysmanist and scholar of decadence—becomes an embodied 
allegory of the nation of France and the aftermath of its colonial past. Huysmans’ search 
	
	 ix 
for a nutritive, marrow-like essence is absent, paving the way to an insidious 
spinelessness, a stark contrast to the figure of Nothomb’s anorexic ballerina, whittled 
down to the bare minimum of a spinal column. This pusillanimous indolence ultimately 
grounds Houellebecq’s portrait of societal “submission” in which violence and injustice 
become normative. That is, the degeneration in Soumission lacks the traditional 
“decadent” descent marked by excess: it is a straight line of infinite flatness and middling 
neutrality involving no euphoric ascents—what Huysmans calls Mallarmé’s nouvelles 
ivresses—and no Baudelarian descentes aux enfers. This flatness reveals the disturbing 
implication behind the novel’s last line, which evokes a “neutral” state with “rien à 
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Decadence is among the most elusive of words, the most slippery of concepts. 
Cultural critic Richard Gillman calls decadence “unstable”; David Weir highlights its 
“resistance to definition” and critics’ tendency to use the word in “inexact” and  “self-
contradictory” ways (2). My own quest to elucidate decadence has frequently led me to 
confront these same traps. Yet it is precisely the contradictory nature of the word, when 
admitted and scrutinized, that creates the possibility of understanding. Decadence is an 
epithet whose connotations span from the literary and aesthetic to the social, biological, 
moral, and political. 
The cultural question of decadence—and especially aesthetic manifestations— 
often falls prey to the “you know it when you see it” problem. As with many aesthetic 
phenomena or “sensibilities”— such as Susan Sontag’s articulation of  “Camp”— 
phrases like “that’s Camp” or “that’s Decadent” are too easily abused. An etymological 
approach offers one way to understand the term (morally and socially, if not 
aesthetically). The root of the word comes from the Latin decadere, or to fall. Thus a 
period of decadence is traditionally identified by moral decay, social deterioration, and 
destabilization.1 Yet etymology on its own does little to elucidate the questions that 
define this dissertation: if texts labeled “decadent” foreground the human body, how, 
exactly, is decadence embodied? That is, how is decadence presented both materially and 
 
1 David Weir neatly summarizes Keonraad Swart’s argument that “the origins of the 
concept of decadence as a universal principle of decay or decline can be traced to the 
earliest myths of both Eastern and Western culture, from the Indian ‘age of Kaly, in 
which man was biologically, intellectually, ethnically, and socially far inferior to his 
ancestors,’ to the Iron Age of Greek and Roman mythology, ‘when civil strife, greed and 




metaphorically? How does it manifest as a bodily experience in literature? In the 
twentieth century, how or why do we call a literary work “decadent”? Is it a matter of 
style or substance? How is decadence related to consumption and assimilation, not just of 
nutritive matter, but also of language and literature? 
As I grappled with these questions, I visited Manhattan in the fall of 2015 to see 
the display windows of Fifth Avenue decorated for the holidays. These vignettes 
presented some unexpected answers: examining the textures, fabrics, forms, ratios, and 
colors of decadence through fashion lent shape and form to my ideas of textual 
decadence. Fashion is an art form in which the body serves as the instrument for aesthetic 
expression. It hinges on social change, provokes an insatiable desire to consume, and 
plays with theatrical displays of excess while promoting the extreme thinness of its icons. 
The window exhibitions on Fifth Avenue embodied the theatrical “excess” of 
phantasmagoria: an intoxicating use of lights and textures; a celebration of hedonism 
paired with minimal yet stunningly beautiful anorexic mannequins; hints of exoticism; 
and a pushing of boundaries and limitations. However, something was missing with the 
simple idea of excess, and this perception of “something missing” was in some way 
related to the question of density or intensity. That is, the objects or ideas on display 
promised some type of density or intensity of sensation contingent on their possession. 
As the designer Ralph Lauren said, “I don’t design clothes; I design dreams” (Tong). 
That is, the material object (clothing) is simply a medium for the psychological/bodily 
experience of an idea. Put simply: it’s not about the clothes; it’s about the universe of 




One particular series of display windows has served as a visual nucleus for my 
articulation of decadence. Presented by Saks Fifth Avenue, the “Winter Palace” display 
invoked something akin to a haunted mansion, featuring white, ghostlike mannequins 
with silver eyelashes and eyebrows. The bleak whiteness of the scene brought to mind the 
“blanche agonie” evoked in Mallarmé’s Le Cygne. Tables overflowed with cake stands 
boasting sparkling desserts and a plethora of roasted meats. Strangely, the food appeared 
more alive than the models. Taxidermic representations seemed to float in the 
background: dead animals, mostly owls and various species of birds, but also a pig on 
one of the walls. Some of the models were covered in fur, representing animals that are 
eaten (literally) or consumed (metaphorically), through conspicuous consumption. The 
astonishing absence of fleshliness on the human models evoked a borderline state 
between life and death: bodies reduced to a skeletal state, meanwhile surrounded by 
countless champagne glasses and platters of perfectly sculpted macaroons.  In short, how 
had the conception of Mallarmé’s hyper-refined poem been joined to the hedonism 
reminiscent of the surrealist film La Grande Bouffe, a work that caricatures gluttony?  
The scene depicted what I call “decadent” thresholds: thresholds between life and 
death, the refined and the grotesque, excessive indulgence and utter asceticism. The scene 
was, in a word, unclassifiable, a perfect alchemy of novelty and nostalgia, at once 
inspired by the interwar period of the 1930’s, and yet undeniably otherworldly, outside of 
time, and disturbing. In this sense, it conformed to Faye Hammill’s definition of 
sophistication, which “depends on a continual negotiation between an impulse toward 




According to Hammill, sophistication fundamentally references the past, but this 
paradoxical impulse toward the past/future is reminiscent of decadence, what David Weir 
terms “a reminiscence that looks forward to the future” (118). This otherworldly scene 
straddled another threshold: with one foot in the past and one foot in the immediate. Most 
important, the display, with its bare minimalism coupled with hedonistic excess, 
represented an “impossible” density of experience.  
In many ways, fashion provides an excellent illustration of “decadent” thresholds. 
The word “edgy,” when used in the context of fashion, illustrates such a threshold: being 
on the “edge” or “cusp” of something. One must evoke the notion of being “with it,” in 
terms of trends, yet, at the very same time, forward-looking, and ahead of the trend. That 
is, one must essentially be on the cusp of what is universally accepted as “trendy,” yet 
also “on to the next thing” (before others get there). Coco Chanel is often quoted: “La 
mode n'est pas seulement quelque chose qui existe dans les robes. La mode est dans l'air, 
dans la rue... la mode concerne les idées, la façon dont nous vivons, et ce qui se passe 
autour de nous” (Vogue.fr). In this sense, fashion is of its time, capturing political 
movements and societal temperaments, yet anticipating the social and political climate to 
come. Fashion is of its time and ahead of its time; it is  “already/not yet.” Yet fashion 
also speaks to the concept of “essence,” a word central to my analysis of Huysmans’ À 
Rebours; even a person who is considered “edgy” in terms of fashion must also embody a 
type of universal/essential style: what’s commonly called the unnamable “it” factor. 
Finally, fashion is simultaneously conformist and anti-conformist. One must conform 




that the person is “with it”). Yet at the same time, one must also be anti-conformist 
enough to be separate from the mass trends: putting an individual twist on a recognizable 
trend that goes “against the grain.” That is to say, one puts one’s own “signature” on that 
trend. The world of fashion embodies many of the paradoxes and threshold states that 
shall come to define the decadent “density of experience” I analyze in the coming 
chapters. 
It is clear that the word “decadence” changes in relation to cultural context. 
Cultural and literary critics have defined and re-defined this concept “whose 
significations and weights continually change in response to shifts in morals, social and 
cultural attitudes, and even technology” (Gillman 19). Today, in our current health-and-
wellness-obsessed culture, one rarely hears the word except in relation to indulgence, and 
specifically, to calorically dense desserts: “This cheesecake is so decadent.”2 Yet to use 
the word in this context is to note a crucial and possibly universal element: that 
decadence is density. Dessert is thereby decadent primarily as a concentrated source of 
energy that is firmly packed into a small amount of matter, as well as the sensations of 
pleasure it may produce. And indeed, the counterpart to this density of energy or 
experience (whether the consumption of food or the consumption of decadent literature or 
art) is an acute yet eternal state of hunger characterized by emptiness and lack. 
The quest to understand twenty-first century manifestations of literary decadence 
 
2 Charles Bernheimer expresses his consternation when, upon telling people he was 
moving to Berkeley to work on a book on decadence, many respond by implying that 
Berkeley would be ideal for living a decadent existence while writing: “You’ll be able to 
indulge yourself: hot tubs, women, wine, the good life.” He responded that yes, he could, 




begins with that original question of embodiment in the “Winter Palace.” Embedded in 
this question are themes and conundrums related to gluttony, anorexia, hunger, and that 
insatiable desire for a density or intensity of experience. In each of these chapters, the 
question of consuming or not consuming food becomes crucial. In religious terminology, 
this desire for “density” or “fullness of being” is associated with transcendence, a 
lightness of being often achieved by restraint, constraint, and self-denial, which I 
alternately refer to as “excessive minimization,” “asceticism-within-excess,” or an 
“excess of lack.” This study begins with the belief that decadence, whether 
textual/literary, textural/aesthetic, or cultural/social, involves various thresholds or cusps: 
in the visual example of Winter Palace, an elusive state of being on the cusp of something 
immediate and tangible yet manifesting the ancient and ephemeral.  
In this dissertation, I argue that twenty-first century literary decadence plays with 
threshold states that straddle both degenerate excess and extreme minimization, and that 
asceticism is embedded somewhat paradoxically in the pursuit of excess. To return to the 
etymology of decadence that connotes processes of moral deterioration, we find that 
forms of excess and of gluttony, among the seven deadly sins, are particularly degenerate 
(the idea of Roman vomitoriums—though a myth—come to mind).3 According to David 
Weir, “Excess or ‘too muchness’ is the hallmark of Decadence” (Decadence and the 
Making of Modernism 2). However, the texts studied here show a different and 
contradictory side of excess, something evoked by the anorexic mannequins of the 
extravagant window display. The contemporary decadence of which I write is 
 
3 Diemo Landgraf writes that since the Enlightenment, “The fall of Rome has been the 




paradoxical: in this second incarnation, the “too muchness” of “traditional” gluttonous 
decadence becomes minimization, self restraint, and even sacrifice reminiscent of the 
anorexia we see in medieval spiritual texts, such as the writing of Catherine of Siena, 
where, as Caroline Walker Bynum notes, “survival without eating” was “characteristic of 
‘the perfect’” (241).  My dissertation examines not only the processes of excessive 
minimization, removal, and refinement, but also the constant oscillation—between excess 
and dearth, extreme discipline and “spinelessness,” lightness and heaviness—that I argue 
is characteristic of a contemporary decadence that plays with threshold states. In the next 
three chapters, I explore how textual embodiments of decadence have altered over the 
twentieth century to reveal the centrality of hunger: an excess of lack. 
This paradox is perhaps best captured by Jean-Pierre Richard’s iteration of the 
“gourmand anorexique,” which I shall reference throughout this dissertation: “Première 
figure possible du discours gourmand: l’anorexie… signaler son désir de faim, son désir 
de désir” (Microlectures 146). Here, anorexia becomes a way to transcend insatiable 
desire by maintaining a sort of double desire: a desire for desire. That is, the abstinence 
inherent to anorexia is a means to maintain an intensity of desire that appears inordinate 
or excessive. The anorexic “suffers” from desire but refrains, taking pleasure in the 
suffering of abstinence, and in particular, in approaching a state of jouissance, or 
consumption/consummation (or as the critic Jean-Luc Nancy points out, the end result of 
consummation is consuming, “hence the end of jouissance” (4)). By abstaining from 
consumption, the anorexic glutton maintains an intense state of hunger/desire that aims at 




My exploration of the “gourmand anorexique” begins in chapter 1 with À 
Rebours, which Arthur Symons termed the “breviary of decadence” (qtd. in Hanson 5). 
Although the title of this work suggests a backward movement, it can be viewed in light 
of another, more subtle movement. This movement trends constantly toward the center, 
toward an elusive core essence or innermost part, which Huysmans represents with 
allusions to bone marrow. (Rabelais’ use of the term “sustantificque mouelle” 
(Gargantua)—that is, a fundamental concept that nourishes the body and the mind—
helps elucidate the nutritive quality of Huysmans’ term). Huysmans’ movement toward 
the “nutritive moelle” (309) involves a constant process of minimization and subtraction; 
what is removed is more important than what is added. I thereby challenge the notion that 
“excess” is the hallmark of Des Esseintes, arguing instead that he deploys a signature 
oscillation between excess and minimization. Moreover, the metaphors of gluttony, 
consumption, and digestion—along with the dichotomy of adiposity versus bare 
minimum—reveals a distinction between spiritual satisfaction and physical satiation. 
Indeed, the narrator writes of his hunger in religious terms: “sa faim religieuse 
s’augmentait” (Huysmans 343). In this chapter, I ask: what does Huysmans’ “nutritive 
moelle” represent, and why is it important to our contemporary representations of 
decadence? Moreover, does this revelation offer any insight into Huysmans’ unexpected 
religious conversion years later? How does this analysis inform Houellebecq’s strange 
use of superficial decadent clichés in Soumission, a novel whose protagonist repeats an 
allegorical version of Huysmans’ conversion? 




of anorexia in Amélie Nothomb’s Robert des Noms Propres in Chapter 2. Both 
Huysmans and Nothomb’s texts explore many of the same dualities: the carnal/the divine, 
adiposity/scarcity, and the grotesque/refined. Most crucially, the two works are marked 
by the exploration of hunger. Indeed, Nothomb herself writes only when hungry: “I need 
to be very hungry to write,” she told journalist Christina Patterson (“Amélie Nothomb: 
Memoir of a Megalomaniac”). Laureline Armanieux calls the state of hunger Nothomb’s 
“principe explicative à son existence” (258). Of Biographie de la Faim, an 
autobiographical account that addresses themes that recur throughout Nothomb’s oeuvre, 
Armanieux writes “il s’agit d’un livre sur le désir, qui ne peut être rassasié, d’où cet 
itinéraire extraordinaire pris dans une oscillation entre le plein et le vide, entre 
l’abondance et l’absence, entre le don et le retrait” (262; emphasis mine).4 The presence 
of hunger—along with an oscillative choreography between excess and emptiness— is 
central to the question of embodied decadence. 
As in À Rebours, the search for an ideal essence in Nothomb’s Robert—the 
sublime, transcendent element of ballet—is key: “La danse était la seule transcendence” 
(119; emphasis mine). Ballet, in this elevated state, is an experimental sacrifice of the 
body for the sublime ideal of flying: “la transe de l’envol,” the defiance of gravity, and 
“l’ivresse: cette extase se nourrissait d’une dose énorme d’oubli” (Nothomb 129). This 
results in the gradual whittling away of the ballerina’s body; as Nothomb’s protagonist 
 
4 I do not wish to suggest that I read Nothomb’s novel through the lens of her personal 
life, but rather, that when addressing questions of embodiment of decadent texts, it is 
important to note details such as these in relation to Nothomb, who considers writing a 





Plectrude eschews actual food to subsist on words in a dictionary, she becomes a skeletal 
“carcasse” (Nothomb 109)—a representation of living death. Plectrude’s decadence—
embodied by anorexia—prevents the onset of adolescence, allowing her to remain an 
androgynous child. Yet it ultimately causes her to age prematurely through the 
decalcification of her bones. In the novel, desire maintained by anorexic hunger (a states 
of emptiness but also a perpetuation of insatiable desire) becomes a “decadent” threshold 
between life and death.  
While Nothomb’s protagonist plays with extreme borderline states and tipping 
points, Houellebecq’s protagonist in Soumission, which I discuss in Chapter 3, avoids 
them altogether. While Plectrude uses her body, nourished by words, to explode past 
corporeal limitations, Houellebecq’s François does the opposite: his body is a neutral 
medium by which to consume and enjoy mediocrity, or middling pleasures such as mild 
drunkenness. If Nothomb’s anorexic ballerina elicits both acute pain but also the 
possibility of transcendence, we find in Soumission a disturbing absence of struggle, 
sacrifice, and confrontation. If Huysmans’ Des Esseintes teeters between life and death in 
a frenzied state of dissatisfaction and struggle, François repetitively desensitizes himself; 
his senses are “always already” nullified at the start of the novel.5 Unlike Huysmans’ 
narrator, Soumission’s protagonist—a Huysmans scholar—does not seek novel 
intoxications. He is resigned not only to numbness, but also to all aspects of existence 
being “always already” lost (a state that I refer to interchangeably as “post-decadence” or 
 
5 I use the phrase “always already” to showcase the absence of beginnings in 
Houellebecq’s text. In François’ case, all that was lost was never possessed. The novel 
begins in a state of “always already” lost, senses “always already” nullified, time “always 




“marrowless decadence”). The blur of time after François defends his dissertation, along 
with the realization that he has “lost” Huysmans (the companion he never actually had), 
gives rise to something akin to Barthes’ iteration of the Neutral state, which, along with 
Sartre’s La Nausée, is the medium through which I read this problematically post-
decadent novel.  
If decadence entails density (in terms of a concentrated energy source), then this 
density is diluted and therefore compromised in Houellebecq’s portrayal. Moreover, if À 
Rebours is centered on a search for the elusive marrow, then Houellebecq’s decadence 
lacks that quest and is essentially “marrowless.” Soumission seems to be filled with what 
Nothomb’s protagonist fights against: “cette mollesse étale et sans but” (125). In 
Soumission, this soft, spineless quality leads to the central problem in the novel: radical, 
violent, and unjust changes within society that end up seeming “normal.” That is, going 
with the grain is dangerous. To read the protagonist—“François,” notably among the 
most common French names— as an allegorical embodiment of the nation of France 
illuminates a problematic manifestation of “neutral” post-decadence. My study of 
Barthes’ Neutral calls forth several questions involving the current trend of déclinisme 
and France’s own standing as a former empire. I ask: if the nation is bound to the reality 
of its colonial past, then what can we glean by looking at François’s (textual) body as an 
allegory of France? In examining Houellebecq’s post-decadent parody of both 
Huysmans’ life and his farcical representation of the (sous) mission civilisatrice, what 
can we learn about the political, moral, and social climate of Western Europe? 




embodied—by Nothomb’s sexless, child-body, and by Houellebecq’s spineless, “neutral” 
body—we must examine the borderline states that straddle asceticism and excess. These 
states defy corporeal and textual limitations, explode past definitions of gender and 
genre, and elicit self-denial, sacrifice, and confrontation. Most importantly: what are the 
social, moral, and political implications of a post-decadent (i.e. Neutral) phenomenon that 






Huysmans’ Nutritive Marrow 
 
Je cherche des parfums nouveaux, des fleurs plus larges, des plaisirs inéprouvés.   
-Flaubert, La Tentation de Saint Antoine 
Introduction 
When À Rebours was first published in 1884, much of the literary world was 
stupefied. As Huysmans stated in his preface written twenty years after the novel’s 
publication, the consensus was that such mad ravings had never been seen. Francisque 
Sarcey, a journalist and influential critic, exclaimed: “Je veux bien être pendu, si je 
comprends un traître mot à ce roman!” (Huysmans 76). Yet others praised it and adopted 
it as their own. The artist Whistler found it “marvelous” (Ellman 252), Paul Valéry 
considered it his “Bible and his bedside book,” (Ellman 252), and Oscar Wilde called it 
“one of the best [books] I have ever seen” (Ellman 252). These contradictory reactions of 
allure and disgust speak to the potent effect of the novel’s bizarre originality. 
These antithetical reactions parallel the oppositional structure of the novel that 
elicits these responses: the oscillations between outrageous superfluity and bare 
minimalism, between the vulgar and the refined, between the exquisite and the repugnant. 
I echo Christopher Lloyd’s sentiment that “the real charm of the book lies in its unrolling 
of the hero’s enterprise, his flagrant exploration of the limits of good taste, credibility, 
and normality” (116). Throughout the novel, the protagonist’s exploration of taste 
involves a back and forth movement between degenerative excess and extreme 




singular work of art, and to experience the most unprecedented sensations: Flaubert’s 
“plaisirs inéprouvés” in the epigraph above. Through processes of elimination and 
insertion, fusion and juxtaposition, admixture and balance, the protagonist plays with 
various combinations, aiming to unfurl the most rare works and sensory experiences. 
Using Huysmans’ words, I shall call these experiences “originales extases,” (214) also 
synonymous with sensations “superfines” (309) or “sublimées” (296). Although the 
seeking of novel sensations is a readily decadent trope, I explore this oscillation between 
oppositions, arguing that beneath the protagonist’s outrageous or “excessive” gestures, 
we find a process of minimization that aims to whittle away all factors that do not 
contribute to the intense effects of hyper-refined sensory and spiritual sensations. 
Although scholars have examined the role of essences in Huysmans’ work, I look 
specifically at what I consider the most important symbol in the novel, the bone marrow. 
The protagonist retreats from society to remove all banality, in a quest to taste this elusive 
core essence, which also takes the form of “ozmasoze” (beef essence) or other liquid 
essences such as perfume or essential oil. 6 An examination of the symbol of the nutritive 
marrow—and the frenetic movement between oppositional states— is crucial for 
understanding the hunger (literal and literary) that pervades À Rebours, and foundational 
for the articulation of embodied representations of decadence we encounter in Nothomb 
 
6 The phrase “core essence” may seem repetitive: an “essence” is by definition a “core.” 
However, I have chosen the phrase “core essence” in lieu of simply “essence” because I 
believe the word core adds an element of earthliness and innerness. The word “essence” 
communicates transcendence and a mystical component, whereas “core” contributes a 
physical aspect of a metaphysical “soul.” Thus, a “core essence” entails the physical and 
the metaphysical, which speaks to the attempt of decadent writers to reconcile the earthly 




and Houellebecq. In the quest for the nutritive marrow, the question of consuming/not 
consuming food becomes paramount, as Des Esseintes’ digestive rituals mirror the 
process of consuming and absorbing art and literature. 
It has been said that À Rebours is plotless; however, this chapter is organized in two 
parts: “Removal,” and “The Pursuit of Marrow,” which I believe structure the central 
rhythms of the text. Jean des Esseintes is a member of the aristocracy, the last in the 
line of a noble family. He leads a debauched life in Paris, then decides to retreat to 
Fontenay-aux-Roses, presumably to create an existence of solitude and contemplation. 
The novel’s structure is episodic, with various memories of his (former) “decadent” 
life interwoven with artistic experimentations and musings/criticisms of art and 
literature. Finally, his eccentric existence eats away at him (he is unable to digest 
anything), and the doctor presents his only “cure:” to return to Paris, and to partake in 
the pleasures and diversions of society. He likens this return to society to a non-
believer trying to accept Christianity. 
 
Section One: Removal 
 
1.1.1 A Meal of Death 
 
If Des Esseintes’ sensory experiments play with the limitations of taste, they 
begin with a crisis of distaste. Des Esseintes’ “disgust” is thus fundamentally aesthetic 




judgment” (95). The major “revulsion” that shapes the narrative is the disgust that arises 
from the insipidity and excesses of society. For Des Esseintes, unoriginality is found in 
every niche of social life, from the libertines to the literary men. The narrator describes 
whist players who “se révélaient ainsi que des êtres immuables et nuls … rabâchant 
d’insipides discours, de centenaires phrases” (Huysmans 82), suggesting exhausted 
repetitions and banality. Catholic boarding schools seem to replicate “des êtres obéissants 
et pieux” (Huysmans 82). Even the libertines are worn out with boredom, for they lack a 
“réelle surexcitation de sang et de nerfs” (Huysmans 83), evocative of the “shock” of 
modernity Benjamin describes throughout his essays on Baudelaire. As for men of letters, 
their discourse is “aussi banale qu’une porte d’église” (Huysmans 83). Des Esseintes is 
nauseated by conversations and ideas that are worn out by repetition: those “centenaires 
phrases.” The protagonist reacts to all social formations “en haine du banal et du 
commun” (Huysmans 305), which serves as the catalyst for the death of his social life.  
Disgusted by every corner of society, Des Esseintes is unable to find another 
human being who shares his own particular affinities or aversions. Taste is fundamentally 
a matter of distaste: note that “les mêmes haines” are assigned equal importance to the 
same “aspirations”: 
 
Son mépris de l’humanité s’accrut; il comprit enfin que le monde est, en majeure 
partie, composé de sacripants et d’imbéciles. Décidément, il n’avait aucun espoir 
de découvrir chez autrui les mêmes aspirations et les mêmes haines, aucun espoir 




studieuse décrépitude, aucun espoir d’adjoindre un esprit pointu et chantourné tel 
que le sien, à celui d’un écrivain ou d’un lettré. (Huysmans 83) 
 
The turning point for the protagonist is when he realizes that even the literary men are 
imbeciles. Moreover, Huysmans uses the verbs “s’accoupler” and “s’ajoindre” to show 
regret that he cannot join himself with “un esprit pointu et chantourné tel que le sien,” 
one that is acute and highly sharpened. The words “pointu” and “chantourné” evoke a 
sharp, cutting quality that shall become integral to my analysis of originality in part two, 
and the suggestion of “joining” foreshadows part of Des Esseintes’s quest, which, as we 
shall see, is to partake in a communion with another like-minded being, what the narrator 
calls a “collaboration spirituelle” (Huysmans 320).  
In addition to his disgust with every social group, the protagonist's repetitive 
extravagances in Paris lead him to a state of burnout in which his former pleasures no 
longer produce their original effects. In the first chapter, Des Esseintes recounts his 
luxurious life in Paris, a life of excess, gluttony, and carnal pleasures. Not only have 
these sensations lost their potency, they have also become the very source of his fatigue 
and nausea: “Mais ces extravagances dont il se glorifiait jadis s’étaient, d’elles-mêmes, 
consumées” (Huysmans 90). Eventually, the consumer begins to be consumed, and this 
lavishness—both sexual and gustatory—drains the protagonist of his vitality. If 
decadence often involves a process by which something runs its course, or finishes at an 
outermost edge/end, then Des Esseintes’ has reached the end of his degenerate run. Yet 




The protagonist’s retreat from society involves both a death and a rebirth. One 
particular dinner, which Huysmans describes just before the protagonist’s spectacular exit 
from society, is especially significant in its symbolism. He hosts this dinner in the style of 
a funerary collation in “honor” of the literary men he scorns, seeming to find an eccentric 
delight in this private joke of sorts. Moreover, we see the source of the protagonist’s 
exhaustion, the gluttonous extravagances associated with the words luxe (luxury) and 
luxure (lust):  
 
Tandis qu’un orchestre dissimulé jouait des marches funèbres, les convives 
avaient été servis par des négresses nues, avec des mules et des bas en toile 
d’argent, semée de larmes. On avait mangé dans des assiettes bordées de noir, des 
soupes à la tortue, des pains de seigle russe, des olives mûres de Turquie, du 
caviar, des poutargues de mulets, des boudins fumés de Francfort, des gibiers aux 
sauces couleur de jus de réglisse et de cirage, des coulis de truffes, des crèmes 
ambrées au chocolat, des poudings, des brugnons, des raisinés, des mûres et des 
guignes; bu, dans des verres sombres, les vins de la Limagne et du Roussillon, des 
Tenedos, des Val de Peñas et des Porto; savouré, après le café et le brou de noix, 
des kwas, des porter et des stout. Le dîner de faire-part d’une virilité 
momentanément morte, était-il écrit sur les lettres d’invitations semblables à 
celles des enterrements. (Huysmans 90) 
 




The atmosphere is filled with the interrelated concepts of luxury and lust, with plates 
“bordées de noir.” Not only black, but also shades of brown—a color that illustrates 
Huysmans’ portrait of decadence—permeate the passage: raisins, stout, port, olives, 
chocolate, and coffee. These details of brown and black represent an extravagant gluttony 
that has become repetitive, banal, and lifeless: just like the literary men with their 
wornout phrases. These foods are also decayed, shrunken, fermented, and/or dessicated 
(like raisins), symbolizing the dessication of the protagonist’s social existence. If food is 
the most primal, fundamental symbol of absorption—what was once separate or outside 
the body becomes assimilated into the very tissue of one’s living organism—then the idea 
of a dinner party enacted as a funeral suggests that what is being absorbed and digested, 
metaphorically speaking, is dead.7 As we shall see, food becomes a metaphor for the 
absorption of art, and especially literature. The array of black and brown dishes, served in 
honour of literary men—suggests that current literature is lifeless. 
 The invitations for this event are written in the style of funeral announcements in 
order to signify the narrator’s “virilité momentanément morte.” As Christopher Lloyd 
writes, this “‘repas de deuil’… “celebrates des Esseintes’s loss of virility” (69). I pivot 
this commentary in another direction to show how this meal signifies not only the loss of 
des Esseintes’ virility, but also the lifeless (non-nutritive) quality of those associated with 
literature: 
 
7 In this scene, food—which should fundamentally replenish energy stores to promote 
movement, evokes instead lifelessness, exemplifying the paradoxical portrayals of food 
throughout Huysmans’ work. Food is at times nutritive, life giving, and a symbol of 
conviviality, and at other times a source of deviation, repulsion, and degradation, or, as 




Il avait organisé un repas de deuil. Dans la salle à manger tendue de noir, ouverte 
sur le jardin de sa maison subitement transformé, montrant ses allées poudrées de 
charbon, son petit bassin maintenant bordé d’une margelle de basalte et rempli 
d’encre et ses massifs tout disposés de cyprès et de pins, le dîner avait été apporté 
sur une nappe noire, garnie de corbeilles de violettes et de scabieuses, éclairée par 
des candélabres où brûlaient des flammes vertes et, par des chandeliers où 
flambaient des cierges. (Huysmans 89-90) 
 
Death, shadows, and a sense of blackness are present: the dining room draped in black; 
the paths of the garden sprinkled with charcoal, suggesting the effects of matter that is 
burnt out like the protagonist’s desire; dinner served on black tablecloths, the sound of 
funeral marches heard in the background. As mentioned above, this particular dinner 
represents a turning point, the marking of an end: the loss of the protagonist’s virility but 
also the loss of the virility of literature as a whole. This dinner also marks the death of the 
protagonist’s existence as a social being.  
This passage directly precedes the description of Des Esseintes’ aesthetic 
preparations for this future solitude in his retreat to Fontenay aux Roses. Des Esseintes’ 
ascetic retreat shows us the essential element of his taste: the removal of anything 
incapable (or no longer capable) of emitting novel, unprecedented sensations. By 
eliminating the most imposing external obstacle—the banal unoriginality of society itself, 
and especially the literary men—the protagonist begins his series of experimentation that 




in particular, by a funeral party thrown in honor of the “literati”—signifies the 
protagonist’s rebirth. 
  
1.1.2 Monasticism: An Editing Process 
 
Des Esseintes’ new life at Fontenay begins with the crucial visual factor of 
interior décor, which involves a painstaking editing of his environment. However, the 
word “décor” is somewhat misplaced in that it is etymologically linked to decorum, or 
social behavior. That is, Des Esseintes’ decorates for his future monasticism, not for 
guests: “Il songeait simplement à se composer, pour son plaisir personnel et non plus 
pour l’étonnement des autres, un intérieur confortable et paré néanmoins d’une façon 
rare, à se façonner une installation curieuse et calme, appropriée aux besoins de sa future 
solitude” (Huysmans 90-91), demonstrating the crucial connection between the 
psychological state of the protagonist—son for intérieur—and his aesthetic surroundings. 
Des Esseintes’ abode mirrors the asceticism of his soul, inducing both tranquility and 
strangeness. Perhaps most importantly, the protagonist aims to decorate “d’une façon 
rare,” which implies that this interior must be exceptional: that is, it must strike the 
perfect note of serenity and harmony while also maintaining extraordinariness. The 
protagonist moves toward a life of ascetic solitude in which he pursues only the most 
original sensations, seeking the rare and the unexpected through sensory experiments 
with color, texture, sound, smell, and taste. This penchant for the unprecedented 





In preparation of his future solitude, Des Esseintes embarks on an intellectual and 
sensory exploration of the effects of various colors. Slowly and gradually, Des Esseintes 
experiments shade by shade: “Lorsque la maison de Fontenay fut prête et agencée, 
suivant ses désirs et ses plans, par un architecte; lorsqu’il ne resta plus qu’à déterminer 
l’ordonnance de l’ameublement et du décor, il passa de nouveau et longuement en revue 
la série des couleurs et des nuances” (Huysmans 91). Almost without exception, each hue 
on its own poses a problem: some are too lethargic and sobering, while others provide 
neither the right type of contrast nor lend themselves to solitude, and must be removed. A 
process of elimination is therefore crucial to Des Esseintes’ exploration of taste, 
suggesting that that which has been removed is more fundamental than that which 
remains.  
As the narrator proceeds, he concludes that only three shades remain: red, orange, 
and yellow. Of these three, orange is the narrator’s preferred hue because it proves his 
theory that “…une harmonie existe entre la nature sensuelle d’un individu vraiment 
artiste et la couleur que ses yeux voient d’une façon plus spéciale et plus vive” 
(Huysmans 92). This fusion seems to occupy a space in which the intellect and the senses 
commune, indicating that this pared-down point on a color spectrum involves an accord 
between the tangible and the metaphysical. The phrase “un individu vraiment artiste,” 
whose eyes see “d’une façon plus spéciale et plus vive,” hints at the rare individual able 
to create and absorb works of art, suggesting that these individuals see in a more vivid, 




contact with sublime art and literature. Des Esseintes eliminates normal people from his 
theorizing by:  
 
négligeant, en effet, le commun des hommes dont les grossières rétines ne 
perçoivent ni la cadence propre à chacune des couleurs, ni le charme mystérieux 
de leurs dégradations et de leurs nuances; en négligeant aussi ces yeux bourgeois, 
insensibles à la pompe et à la victoire des teintes vibrantes et fortes; en ne 
conservant plus alors que les gens aux pupilles raffinées, exercées par la 
littérature et par l’art… (Huysmans 93) 
 
The word “grossière” suggests tactlessness, crassness, and lack of refinement, a direct 
contrast to “refined” pupils.8 The narrator evokes “ces yeux bourgeois,” those incapable 
of sensing the almost musical nuance and pomp of strong and vibrant shades, commoners 
who cannot attain the discernment of the aesthete. These refined pupils are trained by 
regular contact with art and literature, entailing a crucial aspect of decadence: that 
literature is fundamentally aesthetic, filled with the colors, textures, proportions, 
dimensions, juxtapositions, and, as Nothomb’s text implies, physicality.  
Considering the aestheticism of language and literature, scholars have commented 
on the relation of the retina and optic nerves to decadence, within the context of hysteria, 
 
8 Throughout the novel, the idea of the “raffinés” (Huysmans 103) is used synonymously 




art, and particularly Impressionism.9 Emily Apter discusses Huysmans’ belief that the 
Impressionists suffered from degenerative optic nerves:  
 
In ascribing to the impressionists a “malady of the retina,” a form of color 
blindness, Huysmans appears to have been following Charcot, who had himself 
joined the pathology of hysteria to the study of art. Ranging through the history of 
art, from medieval grottesche to the postures of torture or spiritual euphoria in 
conventional hagiography, Charcot sees the iconography of demonic possession a 
common thread of visual disturbance. (104) 
 
The notion of a degenerative retina, but one that is simultaneously more “advanced”—
echoes the belief common to the decadents that sickness or degeneration is a type of 
health with regards to artistic creation. In Des Esseintes’ case, this “malady” extends not 
only to creation, but also to artistic perception. Des Esseintes is both blessed and cursed 
by his hypersensitive retina. 
After distinguishing his own sensory abilities from those with undiscriminating 
retinas, the narrator portrays an ideal being: a delicate, poetic soul that craves mystery, 
illusion, and the sublime: 
 
9 In Mad Enchantment, Ross King writes of George Clemenceau’s belief that “Monet 
with his preternaturally good vision marked an important moment in human evolution. 
Others were of similar mind, with the poet Jules Laforgue declaring in 1883 that the 
impressionists enjoyed the benefit of ‘the most advanced eye in human evolution’” (271). 
King writes that others “allowed that painters such as Monet did indeed possess an eye 
different from that of a normal person” in that “they had the defective vision of madmen 




…il lui semblait certain que l’œil de celui d’entre eux qui rêve d’idéal, qui 
réclame des illusions, sollicite des voiles dans le coucher, est généralement 
caressé par le bleu et ses dérivés, tels que le mauve, le lilas, le gris de perle, 
pourvu toutefois qu’ils demeurent attendris et ne dépassent pas la lisière où il 
aliènent leur personnalité et se transforment en de purs violets, en de francs gris. 
(Huysmans 93) 
 
The reference to “blue” also recalls L’azur of Mallarmé, in which the color and the sky 
embodies the impossible ideal that the poet seeks to evoke.  Des Esseintes’ experiments 
with color allude to that constant process of attempting to capture the perfect effect. 
These poetic souls—the “rafffinés” (Huysmans 103) or “initiés” (Huysmans 203)—
would be attracted to blue and its derivatives, as they strive toward that ideal. To attain 
that, derivatives of blue must remain within certain boundaries; that is, they must not 
cross over an elusive point in which they become pure violets or blatant greys. These 
hues must stay soft enough to the point that they do not sacrifice nuance; if they become 
too rich they lose their effect. In short, something potentially sublime can be transformed 
into something distasteful or unsophisticated when the color just slightly crosses a 
mysterious line. This neutral point—neither too light nor too dark—is elusive, and a 
perfect combination of “enough” but “not too much” is sought to produce the ideal effect. 
This process of elimination—and the avoidance of crossing a line— would seem to go 
against the signature “excess” of Des Esseintes. Yet these experimentations, in which 




service of an original effect, which itself fundamentally pushes the boundaries and 
limitations of taste and distaste through acts of removal. 
Once Des Esseintes has removed social influence and painted his abode, he 
begins a series of experimentations to remove aspects of the natural world through 
artifice. Much has been written on Des Esseintes’ use of artifice; indeed, the preference 
for the artificial over the natural is perhaps the signature sensibility of decadence. In my 
discussion on artifice, however, I shall explore the process of editing and minimization 
employed by “des vrais artistes” (Huysmans 103) alluded to above: those with 
hypersensitive retinas but also those patient enough to create a more sublime effect than 
what nature supplies on her own.  
Des Esseintes replaces reality—and thus the banality of nature—with artifice. In 
his quest to eliminate anything mundane, the protagonist painstakingly edits and 
manipulates his surroundings in order to create experiences that mimic the real while 
achieving a specific effect that eliminates imperfections. We see this demonstrated on 
several occasions through the novel: the servant who creates the effect of a beguine 
convent at Ghent; his bedroom that imitates the effect of a monastery; an aquarium that 
mimics the effect of being on a ship; and a travel book with images that produce the 
sensations of being at the seaside. These particular instances involve solitary pleasures 
and sensations, in contrast to a spiritual communion between what the narrator calls that 
“magical” writer (Huysmans 320) and the ideal appreciator of art. Because novel 
sensations cultivated in solitude eventually lose their potency—their ability to 




becomes the highest form of ecstasy. 
With the exception of Des Esseintes’ two senile servants, the protagonist is 
entirely alone at Fontenay. The first thing that he does upon leaving Paris is to sell all of 
his possessions and to retain these two, who are habituated to the cloistered life he seeks:  
 
Après la vente de ses biens, des Esseintes garda les deux vieux domestiques qui 
avaient soigné sa mère et rempli tout à la fois l’office de régisseurs et de 
concierges du château de Lourps, demeuré jusqu’à l’époque de sa mise en 
adjudication inhabité et vide. Il fit venir à Fontenay ce ménage habitué à un 
emploi de garde-malade, à une régularité d’infirmiers distribuant, d’heure en 
heure, des cuillerées de potion et de tisane, à un rigide silence de moines 
claustrés, sans communication avec le dehors, dans des pièces aux fenêtres et aux 
portes closes. (Huysmans 97) 
 
Des Esseintes creates the atmosphere of a monastery, using artifice to create an effect: 
one that that imitates something real (a monastery), without actually being a monastery. 
Moreover, if the funeral party represented a death, the selling of Des Esseintes’ worldly 
possessions signifies a strange baptism, one in which the old life is renounced in order to 
begin anew. The protagonist’s new life resembles that of a monk, a life of spiritual 
asceticism. In using the phrase “moines claustrés,” the narrator hints at his childhood 
education with the Jesuit priests, suggesting a desire to recall or recreate childhood. The 




protagonist goes to extraordinary lengths to ensure that he is rarely required to hear or 
even see these two servants (Huysmans 97-98). In order to communicate with them, he 
develops a code of language using bells, as well as installing special soundproof carpet 
and making them wear slippers to dampen their footsteps.  
This removal from society, which functions as the perpetuator of banality, 
requires a painstakingly premeditated decision to move toward an artificial existence in 
which imitation is employed in the service of creating a specific effect. Although Des 
Esseintes replicates something that exists—a convent—it is the unexpected context in 
which he does so that produces the unusual effect. (As we shall see, the novel contains 
two distinct types of imitation: one that serves to create an original effect, and another 
that perpetuates repetition and banality). To produce the effect of a Beguin convent, Des 
Esseintes requires the woman servant to wear a costume “en faille flamande, avec bonnet 
blanc et large capuchon, baissé, noir, tel qu’en portent encore, à Gand, les femmes du 
béguinage” (Huysmans 98). This costume is required in the event that Des Esseintes 
catches a glimpse of her silhouette when the woman passes by to gather wood from a 
shed. The moral, so to speak, is that the protagonist cannot eliminate all traces of the 
servant’s existence, so he turns to fabrication to create a more preferable sensation: 
“L’ombre de cette coiffe passant devant lui, dans le crépuscule, lui donnait la sensation 
d’un cloître” (Huysmans 98). That is, when he cannot erase all signs of humanity, he 
incorporates them into his private universe. Des Esseintes thus goes to great lengths to 
“edit” and to manipulate his sensory and aesthetic surroundings, installing a special 




he dines: “séparée de son cabinet de travail par un corridor capitonné, hermétiquement 
fermé, ne laissant filtrer ni odeur, ni bruit, dans chacune des deux pièces qu’il servait à 
joindre” (Huysmans 98-99). Des Esseintes strives to erase the banal elements of the 
natural world: typical daily noises and smells. It would seem that in order to cleanse his 
sensory palate, all present physical conditions must be nullified. 
In addition to eliminating (or ingeniously incorporating) the banality of natural 
externals into his private museum, the protagonist also delights in what Christopher 
Lloyd calls the narrator’s “mysterious” inversions. Here, Susan Sontag’s articulation of 
camp sheds light on one example of Des Esseintes’ inversions: his ironic transformation 
of objects. Sontag writes:  
 
Camp is a vision of the world in terms of style—but a particular kind of style. It is 
the love of the exaggerated, the "off," of things-being-what-they-are-not. The best 
example is in Art Nouveau, the most typical and fully developed Camp style. Art 
Nouveau objects, typically, convert one thing into something else: the lighting 
fixtures in the form of flowering plants, the living room which is really a grotto. A 
remarkable example: the Paris Métro entrances designed by Hector Guimard in 
the late 1890s in the shape of cast-iron orchid stalks. (518) 
 
One of the novel’s most memorable examples of “ingenious” imitation is the 
manipulation of Des Esseintes’ bedroom to create artificially the effects of a Trappist 




artificially create the impact of certain materials that exist readily in nature. That is, he 
uses off-white wallpaper to imitate common plaster, and saffron silk to imitate yellow 
paint: 
 
Il procéda de cette manière: pour imiter le badigeon de l’ocre, le jaune 
administratif et clérical, il fit tendre ses murs en soie safran; pour traduire le 
soubassement couleur chocolat, habituel à ce genre de pièces, il revêtit les parois 
de la cloison de lames en bois violet foncé d’amarante. L’effet était séduisant, et il 
pouvait rappeler, de loin pourtant, la déplaisante rigidité du modèle qu’il suivait 
en le transformant; le plafond fut, à son tour, tapissé de blanc écru, pouvant 
simuler le plâtre, sans en avoir cependant les éclats criards ; quant au froid pavage 
de la cellule, il réussit assez bien à le copier, grâce à un tapis dont le dessin 
représentait des carreaux rouges, avec des places blanchâtres dans la laine, pour 
feindre l’usure des sandales et le frottement des bottes. (Huysmans 157) 
 
Des Esseintes thus recasts what already exists, using imitation to create his version of 
plaster, one stripped of its more crude qualities, such as “les éclats criards.” He removes 
displeasing elements of the natural in order to escort in the unnatural: that is, an artificial 
version that mimics the “original,” but with superior, more seductive effects. He 
enhances the effect of his “faux lit de cenobite” (Huysmans 157) with artificial vine 
branches “borrowed” from the superb staircase of an old hotel (Huysmans 158). Finally, 




nuit, il installa un antique prie-Dieu” (Huysmans 158). Des Esseintes’ version (an antique 
prie-Dieu in disguise) is thus more original than the original object. The protagonist 
transforms the commonplace into the rare by re-contextualizing it, showing how 
originality does not exist in the fiber of the subject/object itself but is fundamentally a 
matter of effect and context. 
Part of the pleasure with regards to disguise—or what Sontag calls “things-being-
what-they-are-not”— is that it is derived from the pleasure of deceit. That is, the 
perpetrator of disguise alone knows the truth: that the “plaster” is not plaster, and that the 
night table is actually a prie-Dieu. Yet in Des Esseintes’ case the “deceitful” pleasure is 
intended for Des Esseintes alone; he is his own audience, the subject of his own 
subjectivity. As we shall see, the protagonist moves from these solitary pleasures 
involving private sensations towards a more concentrated quest for the mysterious 
symbol of bone marrow, which involves communion. 
Just as he removes displeasing elements of objects or materials in order to create 
more exceptional versions of them, the protagonist enacts the same process with 
experiences. He uses his dining room to imitate the sensation of being in the cabinet of a 
ship, thus effectuating the mental pleasures of travel while eliminating the reality of an 
arduous voyage, the common irritations associated with travel—its accompanying worry, 
fatigue, or inconvenience. Through an elaborate scheme, accomplished by replacing a 
window with an aquarium, he is able to manipulate colors produced by the effects of 
sunlight, humidity, the seasons, the color of the sky, and even the state of the atmosphere. 






Il se procurait ainsi, en ne bougeant point, les sensations rapides, presque 
instantanées, d’un voyage au long cours, et ce plaisir du déplacement qui n’existe, 
en somme, que par le souvenir et presque jamais dans le présent, à la minute 
même où il s’effectue, il le humait pleinement, à l’aise, sans fatigue, sans tracas, 
dans cette cabine… (Huysmans 101) 
 
Des Esseintes transports himself by creating what I call an “anti-hallucination.” Whereas 
hallucinations are involuntary—though perhaps the result of the voluntary act of 
ingesting a chemical substance—Des Esseintes produces a hallucination that is 
manufactured, directed, and navigated by his own mind. Once again, this process requires 
the elimination of banal reality: “Le mouvement lui paraissait d’ailleurs inutile et 
l’imagination lui semblait pouvoir aisément suppléer à la vulgaire réalité des faits” 
(Huysmans 101). The narrator aims to supplant the inherent vulgarity of reality with 
something more elevated, which can be achieved only through the ability to control, 
manipulate, and thus deceive one’s own imagination. 
The protagonist compares his adept duplicity at replacing reality with artifice to 
the imitation of rare wines, revealing another factor of the art of imitation: that which 
mimics the real is as “real” as the “real.” That is, wine making is “always already” 
artificial; in Barthes’ terms, “it is an ‘effet de réel,’” the “reality” experienced as the mind 




to resemble rare vintages; their aroma, flavor, texture and taste can rival and even surpass 
the most expensive wines. As was the case with the voyage on the ship (in the living 
room), the laws of nature are manipulated to create a new effect—or rather, the same 
effect but in a new form or context. These “artificial” wines actually surpass the “real” 
thing, which is subject to the unpredictable elements of weather, season, and the delicacy 
of grape skins; therefore reality can rarely, if ever, achieve the perfection that the erudite 
use of artifice can. These same wines, created the natural way, would be “introuvable, 
même à prix d’or” (Huysmans 102). Yet, the point is that all wine is artificial: the product 
of a painstaking process, often refined over centuries, wherein the laws of nature are 
manipulated to create a specific concoction. That the process of wine making is included 
in the text conveys the irony inherent in the dichotomy of “the “real” versus the 
“artificial”; as Barthes would argue, the artificial is as “real” as the real itself. Even if a 
certain wine, or a specific sensory experience, has been concocted chemically, its effects 
are no less real than if they had occurred naturally, without artificial design. 
The metaphor of artificial wines illustrates Des Esseintes’ theories of genius: 
when these same chemical principles—or clever lies—are applied to the human intellect 
that the most refined sensory experiences can be achieved: 
 
En transportant cette captieuse déviation, cet adroit mensonge dans le monde de 
l’intellect, nul doute qu’on ne puisse, et aussi facilement que dans le monde 
matériel, jouir de chimériques délices semblables, en tous points, aux vraies; nul 




son feu, en aidant, au besoin, l’esprit rétif ou lent, par la suggestive lecture d’un 
ouvrage racontant de lointains voyages… (Huysmans102) 
 
In using the phrase “adroit mensonge,” the protagonist concedes that his methods 
necessitate deceit, but the illusion (often triggered by a self-induced hallucination) is 
superior to reality. He generates the sensation of sea bathing by looking at an excellent 
photographic representation while reading a description of the seaside in Guide Joanne, 
calling the illusion produced “indéniable, impérieuse, sûre” (Huysmans 103). The illusion 
is more “real”—that is, undeniable and certain—than the actual experience at sea would 
be. This “controlled” hallucination is also striking in that it is conscientiously 
manufactured by the narrator without the use of traditional drugs, which trigger 
hallucinations beyond the control of the user. By directing his mind and managing—to 
the minutest detail— each detail of this “adroit mensonge,” Des Esseintes rivals God, in 
the sense that he recreates his own private experience of the sea (i.e. nature). Moreover, 
his body and his mind submit to the hallucinatory illusion, but only after he has gone to 
extraordinarily lengths to produce a mixture of specific sights, odors, sounds, and 
textures. The editing of physical conditions alongside the mental ability to filter the 
experience thus produces the effect: or in other words, a manipulation of the tangible 
atmosphere combined with the adroit use of the imagination. Des Esseintes aims at 
artistic genius through a constant process of elimination, (re) juxtaposition, and 
manipulation in order to create the most sublime effect possible: indeed, a version of 




quest for the core essence involves an undeniable originality stemming from these very 
processes of manipulation and removal.  
For Des Esseintes it is the ability to substitute illusion for reality—by means of 
artifice—that distinguishes human genius: 
 
Le tout est de savoir s’y prendre, de savoir concentrer son esprit sur un seul point, 
de savoir s’abstraire suffisamment pour amener l’hallucination et pouvoir 
substituer le rêve de la réalité à la réalité même. Au reste, l’artifice paraissait à des 
Esseintes la marque distinctive du génie de l’homme. Comme il le disait, la nature 
a fait son temps; elle a définitivement lassé, par la dégoûtante uniformité de ses 
paysages et de ses ciels, l’attentive patience des raffinés. (Huysmans 103)  
 
For the narrator, the code to successfully substituting a hallucination for reality involves a 
“cutting off” of oneself from the outside world in order to isolate the mind on a single 
point, which, as we shall see, involves a process of concentration and thus a movement 
towards a center/core. The verb “s’abstraire” contrasts with the verbs “s’ajoindre” and 
s’accoupler” used in relation to the impossibility of adjoining his being to another hyper-
refined soul like himself: that is, another raffiné. Whereas s’abstraire connotes removal, 
s’adjoindre evokes a coupling, showing a process that alternates between removal and 
fusion. The narrator continues his analysis of the artificial, arguing that nature can reach 
only a certain pinnacle of refinement, one that has been admired by artists for centuries, 




n’en pas douter, cette sempiternelle radoteuse a maintenant usé la débonnaire admiration 
des vrais artistes, et le moment est venu où il s’agit de la remplacer, autant que faire se 
pourra, par l’artifice” (Huysmans 103). In order to fabricate the most sublime sensations, 
artifice must replace nature, whose banality is epitomized by the vulgar act of eating that 
we encounter in the next section. If imperfect or disruptive sights, sounds, and smells 
cannot be removed, they must be incorporated into the artifice so that they too channel 
the mind toward one, fixed point at which the narrator aims (i.e. the inevitable rumbling 
of omnibuses that become part of the hallucination of the crashing of the waves at sea). 
As we shall see, this concentrated point ultimately becomes the intense singularity that 
the protagonist seeks in a work of art or literature.  
 
1.1.3 Devoured Devouring 
 
 Des Esseintes simultaneously seeks a certain nourishing quality—symbolized by 
the moelle—while eliminating the vulgar. Throughout the novel, food is associated with 
the carnal appetites, with the protagonist’s former, more vulgar life spent in the banality 
of society: “Il avait touché aux repas charnels, avec un appétit d’homme quinteux, affecté 
de maladie” (Huysmans 84). At Fontenay, Des Esseintes loses his ability to digest food 
that is not pared down to an essence, and his meals become increasingly sparse. This 
process of reducing food intake becomes part of the narrator’s quest to nourish himself on 
a more spiritual, sensory, and intellectual level through his own mind: namely, through 




gluttony and asceticism extend especially to literature, as words and poetic phrases 
themselves can also become bloated and adipose. 
Not only does the narrator eat little, he dines at fixed times that are exactly 
opposite to regular rhythms of society. These strange eating habits eventually result in an 
inability to digest “normal” foods like a “normal” person:  
 
Il régla aussi les heures immuables des repas; ils étaient d’ailleurs peu compliqués 
et très succincts, les défaillances de son estomac ne lui permettant plus d’absorber 
des mets variés ou lourds. À cinq heures, l’hiver, après la chute du jour, il 
déjeunait légèrement de deux œufs à la coque, de rôties et de thé; puis il dînait 
vers les onze heures; buvait du café, quelquefois du thé et du vin, pendant la nuit; 
picorait une petite dînette, sur les cinq heures du matin, avant de se mettre au lit. 
(Huysmans 98) 
 
That Des Esseintes takes a meal alone and at five in the morning is markedly anti-social, 
especially considering that eating is a communal activity. Setting himself against both the 
“common” and the “communal,” Des Esseintes eats sparingly and succinctly, paring 
down his meals to a minimum. Eating is a mundane chore, what he calls “l’ennuyeuse et 
vulgaire corvée du repas…” (Huysmans 333). Like an anorexic who can no longer 
consume solid foods, Des Esseintes’ digestion will no longer allow rich or heavy dishes, 
admitting only foods such that have been reduced to an essence. Likewise, we later 




superfines” (Huysmans 309). We begin to see that processes related to food— 
consumption, absorption, and assimilation—become a metaphor for the process of 
absorbing and appreciating a rare work of art. Just as the protagonist is unable to tolerate 
commonly digested dishes, he is unable to admit anything but the hyper-refined.  
  In À Rebours, eating is often a representation of mindless consumption. 
Furthermore, the concept of consumption entails both the ability to consume, as well as 
the possibility of being consumed. The reversibility of consuming/consumed applies to 
Des Esseintes’ ability to manufacture sensations: he passes from the ability to act to a 
state of being acted upon. That is, he loses agency with regards to his ability to direct his 
own consumption. 
Ultimately, even Des Esseintes’ ascetic solitude transforms into a type of narcotic: 
“Il vivait sur lui-même, se nourrissait de sa propre substance, pareil à ces bêtes 
engourdies, tapies dans un trou, pendant l’hiver; la solitude avait agi sur son cerveau, de 
même qu’un narcotique” (Huysmans 169). The protagonist alludes to a hibernation in 
which he subsists solely on himself in a bizarre, cannibalistic manner that begins to 
resemble an addiction to the substance of his very self. That solitude affects him like a 
narcotic suggests he has lost the ability to engineer the landscape of his mind, having 
relinquished agency with regards to sensory experiences. Soon after, the narrator is 
unable to consume anything at all, whether food or literature; his brain has become so 
saturated with thoughts of literature and art that he can no longer digest or assimilate it 
(Huysmans 169). As it turns out, the sin of gluttony applies to literature, as even his 




 The extreme solitude affects Des Esseintes in the sense that he begins to lose 
control of his ability to manufacture artificial sensations, submitting instead to sudden 
bouts of fever, involuntary hallucinations, and fainting spells: all characteristics of 
neurosis. Suddenly, the narrator orders his bags to be packed for a long journey: “Dévoré 
du désir de marcher, de regarder une figure humaine, de parler avec un autre être, de se 
mêler à la vie commune, il en vint à retenir ses domestiques, appelés sous un prétexte…” 
(Huysmans 234; emphasis mine). Having taken a long fast from society, Des Esseintes is 
suddenly “devoured” by a desire to see or to speak with another human being, showing 
that the solitary consumption of art and the pursuit of hyper-refined sensations (on their 
own) are not enough to satisfy a certain hunger: Des Esseintes desires some type of 
interaction with others. The verb “se mêler” recalls the verbs “s’adjoindre” or 
“s’accoupler,” as aspect of fusion/spiritual communion that marks Des Esseintes passage 
from desiring solitude to desiring oneness with another, which will come to constitute our 
understanding of  “originales extases” (214) –the ecstasy of oneness—that we encounter 
in part two. That he is consumed by his own desires implies once again that Des 
Esseintes has begun to lose (or has already lost) control of his own mind. It would seem 
that taken to its extreme end, this cloistered existence will eventually affect Des Esseintes 
in the same way that it has already affected his servants: “D’ailleurs, ils possédaient des 
cerveaux inertes et étaient incapables de répondre autrement que par des monosyllabes 
aux questions qu’on leur posait” (Huysmans 234). Rendered mute by extreme silence, the 
minds of these servants have deteriorated to such a degree that they seem on the cusp of 




unable to speak except in monosyllables. This loss of the ability to communicate seems to 
signify a loss of humanness, and particularly, a stagnation of the imagination. That is, 
these two servants represent the extreme of ascetic solitude, the state toward which Des 
Esseintes is moving. As we shall see, the servants’ “cerveaux inertes” are even more 
disturbing than the “cervelles ébranlées” (Huysmans 144) that the “initiés” possess, 
however shaken or unbalanced these minds may be. In a different way from his 
extravagant social existence in Paris, this ascetic reclusiveness has also begun to eat away 
at him.  
This movement away from the social—away from the common—had an 
unexpected effect, producing another movement toward death/decay, this one induced by 
the excesses of solitude. It would seem that decay is inevitable, whether the decay that 
leads to dissolution and burnout (Paris) or the decay that leads to muteness and inertia 
(Fontenay). The physical manifestation of Des Esseintes’ mental deterioration is seen in 
his inability to digest physical food; as the narrator attempts to subsist by and through his 
own mind, his body becomes literally cadaverous. Solitude has begun to suffocate: “Un 
matin, il s’était réveillé, agité ainsi qu’un prisonnier mis en cellule; ses lèvres énervées 
remuaient pour articuler des sons, des larmes lui montaient aux yeux, il étouffait de 
même qu’un homme qui aurait sangloté pendant des heures” (Huysmans 233-234). The 
protagonist has lost the ability to speak, and nothing can exit his body except tears, 
indicating that he has become a prisoner of his own body. In removing himself from 
society, he has crossed a fine line; this extreme minimization—that is, removal of 




consume and digest refined works of art and literature, and to mediate his own sensory 
experiences through controlled hallucinations, Des Esseintes is now consumed by ascetic 
reclusiveness. This moment of muteness in the text—when the protagonist wakes up 
unable to articulate sensible sounds, his voice locked in his own body—is the catalyst for 
the decision to break his fast from the social. The protagonist’s foray back into society is 
thus represented by his desire to eat. 
 
1.1.4 Breaking the Fast 
 
The protagonist attempts to re-enter the social realm through an imaginary voyage 
to London, where he consumes a (literal) meal. What begins as an intention to travel to 
England transforms into a bizarre hallucination, with descriptions of a fictional London 
intertwining with subtle indications that Des Esseintes is actually wandering the Rue de 
Rivoli in Paris. A disgusting vision of a London “puant la fonte échauffée et la suie” 
(Huysmans 236) emerges unbidden before his eyes. Des Esseintes’ nightmarish vision of 
London—particularly, the scene in the tavern to follow—represents all that is undesirable 
in modern society: the social programming of an industrialized consumer society. The 
protagonist enters the ultimate social microcosm, a pub-like wine cellar: “ces 
cafés…répondaient à l’état d’âme d’une génération tout entière, et il en dégageait la 





Tout autour de lui, des Anglais foisonnaient…des trognes de tripiers et des mufles 
de dogues avec des cous apoplectiques, des oreilles comme des tomates, des joues 
vineuses, des yeux injectés et idiots, des colliers de barbe pareils à ceux de 
quelques grands singes…plus loin, au bout du chai, un long dépendeur 
d’andouilles aux cheveux d’étoupe, au menton garni de poils blancs ainsi qu’un 
fond d’artichaut, déchiffrait, au travers d’un microscope, les minuscules romains 
d’un journal anglais; en face, une sorte de commodore américain, boulot et trapu, 
les chairs boucanées et le nez en bulbe, s’endormait, regardant, un cigare planté 
dans le trou velu de sa bouche, des cadres pendus aux murs, renfermant des 
annonces de vins de Champagne, les marques de Perrier et de Rœderer, 
d’Heidsieck et de Mumm, et une tête encapuchonnée de moine, avec le nom écrit 
en caractères gothiques de Dom Pérignon, à Reims. (Huysmans 240-241) 
 
The text proliferates these figures of Englishmen and women (des Anglais 
“foisonnaient”) until the repetitious style of lists makes movement seem frenetic, as they 
display non-human, animal-like qualities. Their likeness to food—one man’s artichoke-
like chin—demonstrates that overconsumption has actually caused these people to 
resemble what they consume, with ears like tomatoes and cheeks that are “vineuse,” or 
wine-like, suggesting a bloated, reddened quality.10 Elsewhere in this passage, their eyes 
are “injectés et idiots,” the result of gustatory overconsumption, a narcotic-like effect 
 
10 In the chapter “The Habitus and the Space of Life-Styles,” Bourdieu suggests that “you 
are what you eat,” in the sense that what one eats is socially determined, according to 
gender or class. For an interesting visual, Huysmans’ description is evocative of 




coupled with the deterioration of the mind. The stout American officer stares blankly at 
advertisements for champagne; that he has a cigar hanging out of his mouth implies that 
he consumes even while sleeping. In a haze of smoke, the man ingests automatically, 
without awareness or even pleasure. In this portrait of the Bodega, we have the sense that 
mindless consumption is perhaps the most vulgar aspect of modern society. 
 Even though Des Esseintes attempts to reenter society, he cannot do so because 
his imagination and sensibilities, hyper-refined by art and literature, will not allow it. His 
mind thus superimposes literature onto the physical world as his actual surroundings are 
replaced by a literary hallucination. Amidst this narcotic atmosphere, the protagonist’s 
mind overlays the scene with a Dickensian vision:  
 
Un certain amollissement enveloppa des Esseintes dans cette atmosphère de corps 
de garde; étourdi par les bavardages des Anglais causant entre eux, il rêvassait, 
évoquant devant la pourpre des porto remplissant les verres, les créatures de 
Dickens qui aiment tant à les boire, peuplant imaginairement la cave de 
personnages nouveaux, voyant ici, les cheveux blancs et le teint enflammé de 
Monsieur Wickfield; là, la mine flegmatique et rusée et l’œil implacable de 
Monsieur Tulkinghorn, le funèbre avoué de Bleak-house. Positivement, tous se 
détachaient de sa mémoire, s’installaient, dans la Bodéga, avec leurs faits et leurs 
gestes; ses souvenirs, ravivés par de récentes lectures, atteignaient une précision 





For Des Esseintes, the fictional universe of a Dickensian London replaces the physical 
world, just as (actual) literature has replaced his contact with society, and especially the 
literary world. Des Esseintes never interacts with customers in the Bodega (with the 
exception of the waiter); in this sense he is alone in public—amidst a crowd, yet entirely 
separated from society.11 Although fear of further deterioration triggered this journey, the 
protagonist—rather than speaking to someone in the café—superimposes this scene with 
his memories of fiction, seeing precise details, such as “l’œil implacable Monsieur 
Tulkinghorn,” or “le teint enflammé” of Monsieur Wickfield. These characters enter the 
Bodega of his imagination unsolicited; in Des Esseintes’ attempt to rejoin society (that is, 
to prevent the descent into muteness via conversation), his mind allows only for fiction. 
Literature has so shaped and disciplined his mind that it literally replaces a social 
existence, attaining “une précision inouïe” more precise and real than physical reality.  
Upon first entering the Bodega, the protagonist replaces the vegetal vulgarity of 
its patrons with the contrasting goodness and warmth of little Dorrit, with a house full of 
light, cleanliness, politeness, and good nature: “La ville du romancier, la maison bien 
éclairée, bien chauffée, bien servie, bien close, les bouteilles lentement versées par la 
petite Dorrit, par Dora Copperfield” (Huysmans 242). Yet the convivial atmosphere of 
Dickens—on which he had previously depended to sooth his frayed nerves—changes. 
 
11 The idea of being alone in a crowd immediately recalls the figure of the Dandy. Yet I 
hesitate to use this word. Des Esseintes constructs a private mental universe in isolation; 
the protagonist is his own audience. A Dandy, however, exists (mentally) in a private 
universe amidst a crowd. Yet because Susan Sontag calls camp “the modern dandyism” 
(527), the idea of Des Esseintes as a Dandy reveals the intersections of camp, dandyism, 
and sophistication, which, like decadence, entails an alternating movement between 
excess and asceticism. In Sophistication, Faye Hammill argues that camp and dandyism 




After the protagonist orders a glass of Amontillado, the gentle, Dickensian vision turns 
into a nightmare and a reminder of death through Poe’s “The Cask of Amontillado,” in 
which the narrator lures his enemy with rare sherry into a catacomb and then buries him 
alive. Des Esseintes is literally in a “cave” of the Bodega, metaphorically buried in the 
vulgarity of his surroundings. Yet the protagonist also turns the fictional story into reality 
by ordering a drink that he actually drinks, imitating the consumption around him. His 
surroundings influence his consumption, which is imitative; and his consumption impacts 
his experience. The idyllic, Dickensian fantasy turns into the ominous visions of Edgar 
Allen Poe: “les douces malvacées de l’auteur anglais se défeuillèrent et les impitoyables 
révulsifs, les douloureux rubéfiants d’Edgar Poë” (Huysmans 242). The sudden turn from 
Dorrit to Poe shows that this act of consumption in these horrible physical surroundings 
of the Bodega transform the protagonist and his own dream, and he loses control of his 
self-induced hallucination. 
As the hallucinatory scene continues, we see that becoming a social being 
involves imitation and thus the perpetuation of banality.12 Realizing that the dinner hour 
is approaching, Des Esseintes decides to take a meal. Just as he had broken his “fast” 
from society, the protagonist breaks his ascetic eating habits by indulging in a feast. This 
imitative consumption represents the protagonist’s attempt to commune with others by 
eating in the midst of society, and by consuming what they consume. Yet instead of 
 
12 Des Esseintes’ nightmarish vision of the city serves as allegorical critique of the 
vulgarity of modern society and specifically, ways in which people are socialized. In this 
text, socialization equates to the formation of individuals by their environments through 
processes of imitation. This form of social imitation (negative) is not to be confused with 




leading to warmth, conviviality, and communion, this quest leads to vulgar, imitative 
consumption. Finding a common tavern, Des Esseintes settles into a stall, where he 
notices that the people in the tavern are perhaps even more repulsive than in the Bodega. 
The women are especially grotesque: “seulement des femmes, sans cavaliers, dînaient, 
entre elles, en tête à tête, de robustes Anglaises aux faces de garçon, aux dents larges 
comme des palettes, aux joues colorées, en pomme, aux longues mains et aux longs 
pieds. Elles attaquaient, avec une réelle ardeur, un rumpsteak-pie” (Huysmans 244). 
These (inelegantly) androgynous women “attack” their food in an animalistic manner; 
with their long hands and their enormous teeth, they seem designed for hunting and 
predatory consumption. The word  “rumpsteak” pies connote something strangely bestial; 
the sight of the voracious gluttony of the women stimulates his appetite. Ultimately, 
consumption perpetuates more consumption.  
 Indeed, once the narrator eats the oxtail soup, he orders haddock, seeming to 
become even hungrier: “pris d’une fringale à voir s’empiffrer les autres, il mangea un 
rosbif aux pommes et s’enfourna deux pintes d’ale, excité par ce petit goût de vacherie 
musquée que dégage cette fine et pâle bière” (Huysmans 244). Des Esseintes is taken by 
a desire to consume, spurred on by the way others are stuffing themselves; the word 
“fringales” implies desire or craving rather than physical hunger. Reflexive verbs such as 
“s’empriffrer” and “s’enfourner” suggest a manual “filling up” or “stuffing” of the self. 
Moreover, we find a vulgar eroticism in the passage, as he is “excited” by the taste of 
beer that emits a “vacherie musquée,” which evokes nastiness as well as the smell of 




carnal appetites, excited by disgusting smells. Through smell, Des Esseintes has literally 
absorbed his surroundings into his body.  
This vulgar and excessive consumption—perpetuated by the frenetic movement 
and chatter around him—is significantly linked with a desensitized, dazed, and soporific 
state. The protagonist is described as “étourdi,” envelopped by “un certain 
amollissement”: “des Esseintes était incapable de remuer les jambes; un doux et tiède 
anéantissement se glissait par tous ses membres” (Huysmans 247). The array of heavy, 
solid foods has awakened his physical stomach from slumber while sedating his mind. 
Indeed, even the wines themselves are described as sleeping: “Un fumet d’alcool saisit 
des Esseintes lorsqu’il prit place dans cette salle où sommeillaient de puissants vins” 
(Huysmans 240). Once again, Des Esseintes is no longer the active agent in this scene; he 
is acted upon, as the pungent smells of alcohol seize him. Similarly, although he began 
the scene directing his own Dickensian vision, he ultimately loses control and submits to 
an involuntary hallucination: the Poe nightmare. It would seem that the social leads to an 
imitative, robotic consumption that deadens. In the end, Des Esseintes is “saturé de vie 
anglaise” (Huysmans 248), but he is unsatisfied, suggesting the distinction between 
satisfaction and saturation. 
Throughout the scene in the Bodega and the tavern, the protagonist is “seized” by 
several different smells; that is, cannot “edit” the odors in this social environment the 
way he does at Fontenay.13 As he reflects on the disappointments of a former voyage to 
 
13 Des Esseintes is no longer the actor or the master alchemist, as when mixing fragrances 
to create his own original scent using “des fleurs aux couleurs et aux fragrances les plus 





Holland, the protagonist is hit by another unexpected whiff of a nauseating scent, once 
again impacted by his physical surroundings: “À ce moment, la porte de la taverne 
s’ouvrit; des gens entrèrent apportant avec eux une odeur de chien mouillé à laquelle se 
mêla une fumée de houille, rabattue par le vent dans la cuisine dont la porte sans loquet 
claqua” (Huysmans 247). These three smells of wet dog mingled with the fumes of coal 
and the smell of the food in the kitchen represent much of what the protagonist scorns in 
society: wet dog (the animalistic and the savage); the fumes of coal (representing 
factories and machines, the result of modernity); and food (imitative, mindless 
consumption). These smells jolt the narrator back to consciousness, and he begins to 
question the point of going to London after he has already experienced it so poignantly 
through his imagination:  
 
À quoi bon bouger, quand on peut voyager si magnifiquement sur une chaise? 
N’était-il pas à Londres dont les senteurs, dont l’atmosphère, dont les habitants, 
dont les pâtures, dont les ustensiles, l’environnaient? Que pouvait-il donc espérer, 
sinon de nouvelles désillusions, comme en Hollande ? (Huysmans 247)14  
 
innommé, imprévu, étrange” (Huysmans 98). This process evokes the word “alchémiste” 
of Baudelaire, an act of chemical concoction to produce a specific effect. Being “seized” 
or “taken” by a scent—rather than creating his own signature scent—suggests a loss of 
control and a state of being “acted upon” rather than “acting,” one of the shocks of 
modernity.  
14 In considering the phrase “nouvelles désillusions,” we turn to Bourdieu’s definition of 
the illusio: “Les jeux sociaux sont des jeux qui se font oublier en tant que jeux; et 
l’illusio, c’est ce rapport enchanté à un jeu qui est le produit d’un rapport de complicité… 
entre les structures mentales et les structures objectives de l’espace social” (Raisons 





Without leaving Paris, Des Esseintes has already fulfilled his desire to go to London; he 
has smelled it, tasted it, and witnessed its citizens. More specifically, his desire has been 
physically satiated through consumption, but not satisfied through a spiritual experience 
of communion with other beings (“raffinés” like himself). Certain that the real London 
would bring nothing but new disappointments, Des Esseintes is filled with “une immense 
aversion pour le voyage” (Huysmans 247), which implies that there is nothing to find 
through traveling but new sources of distaste. Des Esseintes finds society exactly as he 
left it: vulgar, animalistic, banal. Thus the protagonist is the tool by which Huysmans 
critiques not only modern society, but also the process of social formation itself as 
imitation. (As he imitates the behavior around him, noticing that his dress resembles 
theirs, Des Esseintes fancies himself a “naturalisé citoyen de Londres” (Huysmans 245), 
which he clearly is not. Becoming naturalized is therefore vulgar, as the more “natural” 
Des Esseintes becomes, the more gluttony and vulgarity he demonstrates.) This form of 
(social) imitation cannot be actively controlled, and it leads to a nauseating repetition and 
perpetuation of the banal. 
This trip to London is triggered by both the need to move and the need to 
communicate (and thus commune with) others (Huysmans 234). This imaginary voyage 
is at the narrative center of À Rebours, as the protagonist first departs from society, 
“reenters” it, if only briefly, and then continues in his monastic habits. Moreover, the 
London scene seems to confirm to Des Esseintes that a communion of thought—
“communion de pensée” (Huysmans 320)—can be realized only through literature and 
 
and the social space (and with others in that social space). As we have seen, the 




art, and not through contact with society. In Des Esseintes’ quest for the marrow, he 
seeks a “collaboration spirituelle” (Huysmans 320), which has thus far eluded him, 
presumably because people are satisfied with “les mêmes jouissances médiocres, qu’elles 
fussent alcooliques, littéraires ou charnelles” (Huysmans 282). I equate these 
“jouissances médiocres” with what Bourdieu would call facile pleasures, the “too 
immediately accessible,” encapsulated by the portrayal of mindless consumption as in the 
Bodega scene: precisely the opposite of the original, “superfines” sensations that the 
protagonist seeks.15 Indeed, this feast amongst society represents the opposite of Des 
Esseintes’ ascetic existence at Fontenay, which entailed eating foods reduced to a 
minimalistic essence. He has thus moved from a kind of monastic or even anorexic 
fasting to gluttonous consumption, then back to asceticism, engaging in either blatant 
excess or excessive restriction. If this oscillation between extreme states constitutes the 
major movement in the novel, Des Esseintes is thus the very embodiment of this 
movement, which vacillates between the poles of excess and restraint while trending 
toward a center. That is, the decadent quest for the essence of marrow thus contains both 
poles and thereby involves a fundamental irreconcilability. 
 
15 Bourdieu’s discussion of “facile” pleasures shares in the concept of “jouissances 
médiocres”: “At the risk of seeming to indulge the ‘facile effects’ which ‘pure taste’ 
stigmatizes, it could be shown that the whole language of aesthetics is contained in a 
fundamental refusal of the facile, in all the meanings which the bourgeois ethics and 
aesthetics give to the word; that ‘pure taste,’ purely negative in its essence, is based on 
the disgust that is often called ‘visceral’ (it ‘makes one sick’ or ‘makes one vomit’) for 
everything that is ‘facile’ − facile music, or facile stylistic effect, but also ‘easy virtue’ or 
an ‘easy lay.’ The refusal of what is easy in the sense of simple, and therefore shallow, 
and ‘cheap’, because it is easily decoded and culturally ‘undemanding,’ naturally leads to 
the refusal of what is facile in the ethical or aesthetic sense, of everything which offers 
pleasure that are too immediately accessible and so discredited as ‘childish’ or ‘primitive’ 




As we turn toward the narrator’s quest for the moelle, we recall that the decadent 
seeks new intoxications through essences. Considering Huysmans’ alcoholic 
“jouissiances médiocres”—or Bourdieu’s “facile” pleasures— we can consider 
alcohol/ivresse as a paradoxical pleasure in its ability to numb or intoxicate. On the one 
hand, drinking is a “facile” pleasure (anyone can imbibe). On the other hand, to imbibe a 
symphony in one’s mouth (as Des Esseintes does with his mouth organ) requires acumen. 
Yet, in Des Esseintes’ constant sensory experimentations in his quest for those 
“originales extases” (Huysmans 214), he finds that nearly all pleasures lose their ability 
to intoxicate. In the case of literature, the protagonist becomes overly saturated, even with 
beloved books: “…ses yeux mêmes ne lisaient plus; il lui sembla que son esprit saturé de 
littérature et d’art se refusait à en absorber davantage” (Huysmans 169). That his eyes 
refuse to read and his mind refuses to absorb shows, yet again, a physical body and mind 
that denies all but the “superfines”: “la rétention de son esprit s’exagérait et [...] il 
n’admettait plus que les sensations superfines” (Huysmans 309). Des Esseintes’ refusal to 
admit banality becomes an inability to partake in anything mediocre. 
Des Esseintes stops reading altogether, “ne pouvant plus s’enivrer à nouveau des 
magies du style” (Huysmans 182-183). Paradoxically, even his books have led to excess, 
and the ensuing inability to become intoxicated. In the next section, we shall examine 
Des Esseintes “diète littéraire” to understand the quest for “nouvelles ivresses” 





1.1.5 Diète Littéraire 
 
In Des Esseintes’s quest for refinement, he privileges pleasures that are 
demanding, in that they require an acute sensitivity to be appreciated. In his critique of 
music, he equates “la musique plus publique” (Huysmans 328) with music that is “plus 
facile”; that is, music that is less demanding: the same accessible, “facile” pleasures that 
Bourdieu evokes. “En haine du banal et du common” (Huysmans 305), Des Esseintes 
seeks out the rare and the refined, which necessitates an extreme minimization, which, 
however, has not been stripped of a mysterious core essence, its “nutritive moelle” 
(Huysmans 309). The word moelle is immediately evocative of the phrase made famous 
in the 1534 edition of Gargantua: ”par curieuse leçon et meditation frequente, rompre 
l'os et sugcer la sustantificque mouelle” (Rabelais 11-12). The word moelle thus signifies 
more than the substance contained in the bones; it represents a quintessence. 
The dichotomy of excess (gluttony) and minimization (anorexia) extends to Des 
Esseintes’ critique of literature: the protagonist cannot tolerate “adiposity” of language. 
Des Esseintes is unimpressed by Cicero, whose prose he finds bloated and redundant:  
 
…la jactance de ses apostrophes, le flux de ses rengaines patriotiques, l’emphase 
de ses harangues, la pesante masse de son style, charnu, nourri, mais tourné à la 
graisse et privé de moelles et d’os, les insupportables scories de ses longs 




mal liées entre elles par le fil des conjonctions, enfin ses lassantes habitudes de 
tautologie, ne le séduisaient guère. (Huysmans 111) 
 
The writing of Cicero incarnates the very opposite of what Des Esseintes considers fine 
literature. His prose is not only inflated, but it also lacks that elusive core substance, 
“privé de moelles et d’os.” Moreover, “l’emphase de ses harangues” connotes pomp 
without circumstance, and “la pesante masse de son style” suggests a prose that is too 
weighty. Words such as “charnu” and “nourri” convey a state of being overfed and 
fleshy, and “scories” hint at excessive waste to be eliminated. This verbosity is worsened 
by the overuse of adverbs and conjunctions, which link together and compound these 
adipose phrases. Despite this excess, the core substance is absent. Throughout this 
section, and indeed throughout the novel, we encounter a critique of excess (gluttony) 
paired with a critique of privation. 
If the narrator finds the writing of Cicero “insupportable,” he finds that of Caesar 
just as tasteless, but for the opposite reason: “…et, pas beaucoup plus que Cicéron, César, 
réputé pour son laconisme, ne l’enthousiasmait; car l’excès contraire se montrait alors, 
une aridité de pète sec, une stérilité de memento, une constipation incroyable et indue” 
(Huysmans 111). The word “laconism” suggests that he has removed all excess of 
language, but in doing so something fundamental has been lost. While the writing of 
Cicero is too bloated, the writing of Caesar shows an unnecessary “constipation,” which 
proposes metaphorically that in his minimalistic brevity, something has been retained 




sterility and dryness.  
Just as he embarked on an experimental process of reduction with shades of color, 
Des Esseintes begins a strangely similar process with literature. As his taste becomes 
increasingly refined, his capacity for pleasure alters to the extent that almost no works 
satisfy him: “Il était arrivé maintenant à ce résultat, qu’il ne pouvait plus découvrir un 
écrit qui contentât ses secrets désirs; et même son admiration se détachait des volumes 
qui avaient certainement contribué à lui aiguiser l’esprit, à le rendre aussi soupçonneux et 
aussi subtil” (Huysmans 295). Few writings warrant a second reading: the protagonist 
even separates himself from volumes he previously admired, books that, at one point, 
served to discipline his tastes. That he uses the words “soupçonneux” and “subtil” reveals 
a certain irony: that his mind has been made to question and reflect, thus has been honed, 
“aiguisé,” by the very works from which he now removes himself. Once again, the 
protagonist continues to refine his tastes through a process of removal and elimination, 
but it seems his mind has been so disciplined through literature that this quest for 
refinement has made it impossible to enjoy anything. 
The metaphor of nutritive substance and bone marrow brings to light an essential 
core missing in literary works. Des Esseintes calls reading his “diète littéraire” 
(Huysmans 183). As we shall see in chapter two, Nothomb’s decadence involves a 
similar notion of consuming and thus nourishing oneself through books. In Robert, the 
protagonist begins to subsist on words in a dictionary rather than consuming real food 
(Nothomb 117). That is, one digests and assimilates literary works into one’s body. 




and Gautier essentially lacking in some nutritive substance: “…il sortait de leurs livres à 
jeun” (Huysmans 308). The phrase “à jeun” shows a deep dissatisfaction, a desire left 
unfulfilled. These works are no longer transportative: he cannot escape into these books 
or exult in them: “…aucune des variations de ces parfaits instrumentistes ne pouvait plus 
l’extasier, car aucune n’était ductile au rêve, aucune n’ouvrait…l’une de ces vivantes 
échappées qui lui permettaient d’accélérer le vol lent des heures” (Huysmans 308). These 
writings have become not just empty, but “trop vide,” suggesting an excessive lack, a 
paradoxical “too-much-ness” of emptiness. Because of his dissatisfaction, the protagonist 
turns from the works of Hugo to those of Baudelaire: “…car décidément celui-là était à 
peu près le seul dont les vers continssent, sous leur splendide écorce, une balsamique et 
nutritive moelle!” (Huysmans 308-309; emphasis mine). Baudelaire’s work contains that 
nourishing essence, and he is therefore one of the few writers to leave the protagonist 
satisfied. Recall the distinction between physical satiation (negative, vulgar) and 
satisfaction (positive, spiritual). The word moelle defines this core essence that satisfies 
and satiates, this nutritive substance that the protagonist finds lacking in most art and 
literature.  
When considering this “nutritive moelle,” Des Esseintes privileges the prose 
poem above all because it has been boiled down to its core: “Maniée par un alchimiste de 
génie, elle [the form of the prose poem] devait, suivant lui, renfermer, dans son petit 
volume, à l’état d’of meat, la puissance du roman dont elle supprimait les longueurs 
analytiques et les superfétations descriptives” (Huysmans 319-320). In a prose poem, 




essence remains. To achieve this minimalistic condensation is the work of a genius, 
requiring an element of magic and alchemy: 
 
Bien souvent, des Esseintes avait médité sur cet inquiétant problème, écrire un 
roman concentré en quelques phrases qui contiendraient le suc cohobé des 
centaines de pages toujours employées à établir le milieu, à dessiner les 
caractères, à entasser à l’appui les observations et les menus faits. Alors les mots 
choisis seraient tellement impermutables qu’ils suppléeraient à tous les 
autres. (Huysmans 320) 
 
To write a novel concentrated into a few succinct phrases that still contains its 
quintessence is the assiduous task of the poet, replacing hundreds of pages with the bare 
minimum. This passage also hints at an inevitability concerning certain words, as if the 
“perfect” word is so powerful that it rises to the surface unavoidably, rendering all others 
excessive. What we see is a process of condensation or distillation, the creation of an 
original substance that is refined and purified to the most essential state.  
The achievement of this purification process is rare indeed, requiring not only the 
work of the genius writer, but also a “communion de pensée entre un magique écrivain et 
un idéal lecteur” (Huysmans 320). When the magical writer achieves the sublime prose 





En un mot, le poème en prose représentait, pour des Esseintes, le suc concret, 
l’osmazome de la littérature, l’huile essentielle de l’art. Cette succulence 
développée et réduite en une goutte, elle existait déjà chez Baudelaire, et aussi 
dans ces poèmes de Mallarmé qu’il humait avec une si profonde joie. (Huysmans 
320) 
 
The passage emphasizes this element of distillation; the prose poem is the essential oil, 
the novel reduced to its most concentrated state. That the narrator uses words such as 
“suc” or “osmazome” suggests that this “juice” is something that must be extracted (just 
as bone marrow can be extracted), a crucial part of the reduction process. The word 
“osmazome” signifies the concentrated juice of meat; the author may have been referring 
to Brillat-Savarin’s Physiologie du Goût. Several critics, such as Marc Smeets and 
Dominique Paquet, have discussed the connection between the quintessence of literature 
and the sensory metaphor of “osmazome” in À Rebours, arguing that the osmazome is the 
“équivalent quintessencié pour le goût de ce que pourrait être le parfum unique pour 
l’olfaction ou le poème en prose pour la literature” (Paquet 103). Thus the “osmazome” is 
yet another iteration of the core essence, manifest here through the figure of Mallarmé. 
But rather than discussing the role of the osmazome in relation to the prose poem, my 
aim is to show the process of distillation required to attain the osmazome/essence, which 
involves an oscillation between excess and restraint. 
The protagonist uses the poetry of Mallarmé—placed in a category of his own—




Esseintes, Mallarmé has separated himself from society: 
 
…ce poète qui, dans un siècle de suffrage universel et dans un temps de lucre, 
vivait à l’écart des lettres, abrité de la sottise environnante par son dédain, se 
complaisant, loin du monde, aux surprises de l’intellect, aux visions de sa 
cervelle, raffinant sur des pensées déjà spécieuses, les greffant de finesses 
byzantines, les perpétuant en des déductions légèrement indiquées que reliait à 
peine un imperceptible fil. (Huysmans 316)  
 
Mallarmé has removed himself not only from a consumerist epoch, “un temps de 
lucre,” but he has also separated himself from the literary crowd. The phrase “finesses 
byzantines” conveys a paradox of subtlety and exaggeration; by Des Esseintes’ 
definition, refinement seems to capture the grandest, most sublime thoughts and emotions 
in the most discreet way possible, showing a perfect balance between restraint and 
release. Finally, the phrase “finesses byzantines” also recalls the figure of the faun in 
Mallarmé’s poem “L’Après-midi d’un faune,” evoking exotic associations and 
complicated style, which is all contained in a single symbol, or rather, all linked together 
by a condensed thread—that moelle—that captures the “ensemble.”16  
 Marllarmé has achieved hyper-refinement by concentrating the essence of an 
entire work into a single word, which produces what Huysmans calls “un ensemble”: 
 
16 As in the passage above, the verb “perpetuer” also appears in the first line of this poem: 
“Ces nymphes, je les veux perpétuer” (Mallarmé 50), which suggests that the writer 





…dès qu’il avait pénétré le symbole, et il se dispensait d’éparpiller l’attention sur 
chacune des qualités qu’auraient pu présenter, un à un, les adjectifs placés à la 
queue leu-leu, la concentrait sur un seul mot, sur un tout, produisant, comme pour 
un tableau par exemple, un aspect unique et complet, un ensemble. Cela devenait 
une littérature condensée, un coulis essentiel, un sublimé d’art ; cette tactique 
d’abord employée d’une façon restreinte. (Huysmans 317) 
 
The writer is able to prevent the reader from being distracted by each individual word, 
thus directing the reading experience. Instead, he concentrates one’s attention on a word 
that captures the whole. 17  This exact phenomenon is what the narrator calls 
“condensée,” “essentiel,” and “sublimé”. These words imply that this chemical 
distillation and concentration process produces sublime art that is employed in a fashion 
of restraint. We see this elusive point on the spectrum in which all but the essential is 
sacrificed; yet everything (the “whole”) is realized. One of the best examples of this 
realization of the whole through a single word is Mallarmé’s poem “Le vierge, le vivace 
et le bel ajourd’hui”. This poem ends on the word “Cygne,” which represents both the 
swan of the poem and the “sign” which represents language. The entirety of the poem 
 
17 An aspect of the decadent style involves the relationship between the individual and the 
whole. David Weir summarizes: “Decadence, it turns out, is a style, one that draws the 
reader’s attention to individual words and phrases at the expense of the whole, that 
indulges in imaginative flourishes rather than reasoned discourse” (35). This definition 
involving the individual/whole has been redeployed numerous times: “A style of 
decadence is one in which the unity of the book is decomposed to give place to the 
independence of the page, in which the page is decomposed to give place to the 
independence of the phrase, and the phrase to give place to the independence of the 




reaches its condensed “ensemble” through this single word.18  
If this type of sublime prose had already been extracted by Baudelaire and Poe, it 
is distilled further by Mallarmé. The protagonist explains that this literature of decadence 
has been best incarnated by him “de la façon la plus consommée et la plus exquise. 
C’étaient, poussées jusqu’à leur dernière expression, les quintessences de Baudelaire et 
de Poe; c’étaient leurs fines et puissantes substances encore distillées et dégageant de 
nouveaux fumets, de nouvelles ivresses” (Huysmans 321). The word “consommé” evokes 
perfection and wholeness, but it also means “soup,” a symbol of condensed nutrition, and 
one that emits aromas. The protagonist exists almost solely on these consommés by the 
end of the novel. The word also indicates consumption, as one can absorb “nouveaux 
fumets.” The phrase “poussées jusqu’à leur dernière expression” suggests that Mallarmé 
has hit this elusive point on the spectrum, pushing the power of words to their absolute 
 
18 The word “cygne” (sign/language) can be taken to represent the unified idea of the 
poem in its symbolism that links and unites the actual bird and the sign in “Le vierge, le 
vivace, et le bel aujourd’hui”: the Platonic Idea (or core essence). From a Derridean point 
of view, the word itself gives rise to the double vision of swan and language, to 
différAnce, the space between and what gives rise to meaning: writing itself (the wing of 
the bird and the feather being the pen that writes the poem; the white of the bird and the 
white space of the paper). In Ad Centrum, Jeffrey Mehlman elucidates the idea of 
Mallarmé as the deconstruction of being: “It was the achievement of Jacques Derrida to 
perceive all that was at stake in the aspiration of the Mallarméan poem to coincide with 
the differential vibrations of that partition or line, and to affirm its inability to coincide 
with what one hesitates to call itself. An ‘undecidable’ line, then: like the Mallarméan 
‘hymen,’ meaning both marriage or consummation and membrane or barrier to 
consummation. As though there were always already ‘trop d’hymen,’ an excess of 
hymen, in the charged presence of Marllarmé’s Faun. On one side, the lily-white 
ingenuousness to which the Faun would be cast back by being awakened from what may 
have been no more than an erotic dream; on the other the combustion of ‘tout brûle’ 
against a sky of Sicilian blue; and, in between, the vibrating locus of the poem—'trop 
d’hymen.’[…] Later […] Derrida uses a Mallarméan text (‘Mimique’) as the lever with 
which to ‘overturn Platonism’ (in the concentrated Nietzschean phrase). Mallarmé, then, 




limit without going too far, without crossing this “imaginary barrier” that would render 
the expression ineffective or flat. If we think of this process of distillation as a squeezing 
out of every last drop of nutritive substance (the “osmazome,” or beef essence), then the 
pinnacle of literary genius is realized when more can be extracted still, resulting in “des 
plaisirs inéprouvés” evoked by Flaubert in our epigraph. That the work of Mallarmé can 
emanate fresh “fumets” while maintaining this principle of minimization—in exercising 
utter restraint, condensing pages of substance into a single word—is what places the poet 
in a category of his own. 
 In order to reach this pinnacle of literary genius, it seems necessary to separate 
oneself not only from society, but from the literary world. The removal of the social is the 
first step in this process of subtraction and minimization. The metaphors of digestion and 
moelle also serve to represent the ultimate deviation from society. This deviation is 
encapsulated by the protagonist’s use of two particular instruments for digestion. He 
sends his servant to Paris to find the first instrument, what he calls a “sustenteur,” a 
device for boiling food down to its “essence” (Huysmans 294). The meat is chopped into 
pieces, along with a carrot and a leek, put into the double boiler with no liquid, which 
produces a juice-like substance similar to marrow: 
 
Au bout de ce temps, on pressait les filaments et l’on buvait une cuillerée du jus 
bourbeux et salé, déposé au fond de la marmite. Alors, on sentait comme une 
tiède moelle, comme une caresse veloutée, descendre. Cette essence de nourriture 




refusait pas à accepter quelques cuillerées de soupe. (Huysmans 293-294) 
 
The protagonist, whose stomach refused even a small amount of soup, is able to absorb 
this new essence, which goes down the throat like a velvety caress. This spoonful of salty 
juice, produced after having squeezed it out of the last shreds of beef, is meant to relieve 
the nausea of emptiness. Thus this strange nutritive substance is the single remedy for the 
protagonist’s ennui. Other liquids—such as the soup that his stomach refused—must 
therefore be either lacking this crucial substance or containing diluted excess. 
Conversely, the marrow—the essence of both literature and of food—is medicinal and 
nourishing. Chapter fourteen opens with description of this digestive instrument that 
reduces food to the marrow, directly prefiguring the protagonist’s instrument of literary 
critique to follow. 
If the act of eating is the fundamental communal and social act—and society 
represents banality—then eating epitomizes the mundane (or the vulgar, as we saw at the 
Bodega). Des Esseintes’ servant brings him a second digestive instrument, an enema that 
eliminates that “ennuyeuse et vulgaire corvée du repas…” (Huysmans 333). After the 
protagonist’s series of clever and painstaking experiments, he congratulates himself 
ecstatically for this particular event, which “crowns” the strange existence he has 
fostered: 
 
L’opération réussit et des Esseintes ne put s’empêcher de s’adresser de tacites 




l’existence qu’il s’était créée ; son penchant vers l’artificiel avait maintenant, et 
sans même qu’il l’eût voulu, atteint l’exaucement suprême; on n’irait pas plus 
loin ; la nourriture ainsi absorbée était, à coup sûr, la dernière déviation qu’on pût 
commettre. (Huysmans 333) 
 
Having removed himself from society, the protagonist deviates from the natural human 
condition, considering this deviation a solution to the persistent problems of ennui, the 
temptation of gluttony, and thus vulgarity; that is, the persistent problems of being 
human: 
 
Quelle économie de temps, quelle radicale délivrance de l’aversion qu’inspire aux 
gens sans appétit, la viande ! quel définitif débarras de la lassitude qui découle 
toujours du choix forcément restreint des mets ! quelle énergique protestation 
contre le bas péché de la gourmandise ! enfin quelle décisive insulte jetée à la face 
de cette vieille nature dont les uniformes exigences seraient pour jamais éteintes ! 
(Huysmans 333; emphasis mine) 
 
At the beginning of the novel, the protagonist’s nocturnal tendencies, such as supping 
alone in the middle of the night, represented a deviation from social rhythms. Now, Des 
Esseintes has taken this reduction process to the furthest extreme possible by removing 
the need to eat almost entirely. Des Esseintes calls the enema a decisive insult against 




equalizer: whether refined or unrefined, sophisticated or simple, wealthy or poor, learned 
or unlearned, everyone must eat, as nature demands. It is perhaps for this reason that the 
narrator calls gluttony is a low or “base” sin, and gustatory taste thus represents a “lower” 
sense, more carnal than the others. Furthermore, if “high taste” or “luxury” involves a 
distancing from necessity, then removing the need to eat is an act of rebellion against that 
very necessity and a “luxury” in and of itself: the luxury of not needing to eat.  
Although the protagonist’s health deteriorates progressively throughout the novel, 
he eventually looks at himself in the mirror and discovers an anorexic cadaver: “il se 
reconnaissait à peine…ses cheveux et sa barbe que le domestique n’avait plus taillés 
depuis la maladie, ajoutaient encore à l’horreur de la face creuse, des yeux agrandis et 
liquoreux qui brûlaient d’un éclat fébrile dans cette tête de squelette…(Huysmans 330). 
In his quest for that nutritive moelle, he has entered a threshold state of being “barely 
alive.” If the back and forth movement between hyperbolic excess and extreme 
minimization constitutes the major tension in the text, then Des Esseintes’ body becomes 
the physical manifestation of the novel’s central tension.  Eventually, the protagonist’s 
digestion disintegrates to the point that it rejects all nourishment, causing “ses 
vomissements incoercibles qui rejetaient tout essai de nourriture” (Huysmans 330). In his 
process of refinement and reduction, Des Esseintes crosses an elusive point on the 
spectrum in which too much has been removed. Minimization has become excessive, as 
the elimination of the banal act of eating results in a state akin to anorexia. 
In relation to the topics of nutrition, hunger, and fasting in Huysmans’ work, 




anorexia.” He argues that “physiological and materialist discourses of nutrition—as 
encapsulated by slogans to the effect that ‘you are what you eat’— [….] are supplanted in 
the fiction of Zola and Huysmans by a rhetoric of hunger and fasting typically associated 
with Catholic conceptions of sanctity” (20). Indeed, À Rebours’ metaphors of hunger, 
digestion, and gluttony contain implications not only for our discussion of taste and 
distaste (both gustatory and artistic), but also for the religious discourse that is 
inseparable from the novel’s themes of decadence and neurosis. According to Manzini, 
“Florent, Folantin and des Esseintes each suffer from a type of eating disorder determined 
by their neurosis, neurasthenia, hysteria, or other catch-all label used in the nineteenth 
century to denote psychological disturbance” (20). I take this commentary a step further 
to show the relationship between the protagonist’s “anorexia” (excessive 
minimization)—his attempt to reduce his “taste” or his consumption to the bare 
minimum— and his hunger for religion, which concurrently increases. Moreover, we see 
the fundamental interdependency of gluttony and anorexia through the figure of Jean Paul 
Richard’s “gourmand anorexique,” as anorexia becomes a way of maintaining insatiable 
desire. Indeed, Des Esseintes’ constant, unsatisfied desire for hunger—except during rare, 
fleeting moments of “originales exstases”—suggests that the protagonist’s neurotic 
episodes, his constant agitations, and his endless dissatisfaction serve as the catalyst for 
all movements in the novel: the movement toward the nutritive marrow, the movement 
toward a core essence, and eventually, the movement toward religion.19 
 
19 Des Esseintes’ ascetic retreat from society functions as a pharmakon, in the ancient 
Greek sense of the word: a “drug” or “medicine” that functions as both a remedy and as a 





In a reaction to the vulgar, base sin of “common” gluttony, Des Esseintes has 
minimized excessively.  The protagonist, who possessed the tastes of a select few, 
“l’imagination des initiés” (Huysmans 183), cannot find others who share his same tastes, 
but more crucially, his same aversions. Or as Amélie Nothomb puts it in Une Forme de 
Vie: “Seulement nos répulsions parlent vraiment de nous” (165).  Preferring to remain in 
the company of the likes of Mallarmé, Baudelaire, and Poe, he subsists on the excessively 
reduced “diète littéraire” of a few refined writers who have realized this elusive core 
essence. Yet “nature”—or physical reality—demands otherwise: that is, the same banal 
nature that requires that humans eat also demands that one inhabit the physical world and 
exist in some form of society. The protagonist is “acted upon” and transformed by both 
the gluttonous vulgarity of society and by the effects of asceticism and solitude. Even 
though the protagonist is able to achieve moments of sublime refinement, his artificial, 
cloistered existence loses its ability to intoxicate. 
As Baldick writes of Des Esseintes in his biography of Huysmans, “Both reality 
and artifice were to be tried—and found wanting” (80). To this I add: both society and 
solitude were to be tried—and found wanting. Is the banal vulgarity of existence 
inescapable? This elusive bone marrow seems to hold some healing, redemptive power, if 
 
fallait quitter cette solitude, revenir à Paris, rentrer dans la vie commune, tâcher enfin de 
se distraire comme les autres. — Mais, ça ne me distrait pas, moi, les plaisirs des autres, 
s’écria des Esseintes indigné!” (Huysmans 336). Des Esseintes’ problem is unresolved; 
his uncommon tastes and aversions have driven him to the extreme solitude that is slowly 
destroying him. (Indeed, Huysmans’ original title was Seul). Although he finds society 
vulgar and nauseating, the effects of his cloistered existence begin to operate like a 




only it could be captured and stabilized.20 Throughout the second part of this chapter, I 
shall explore the following questions: what does the bone marrow represent, and can it 
shed light on Huysmans’ later assertion that the novel was an unconscious movement 
toward religion? 
 
Section Two: In Pursuit of the Marrow 
 
1.2.1 Penetrating Originality 
 
As we have seen, art and literature entails a type of nutritional appropriation; the 
protagonist considers his reading a diet. If nutrition is fundamental to replenishing life 
and energy, then literary works must also contain that nutritive pith. Des Esseintes’ core 
essence leads to both the creation and the appreciation of the most rare of artistic or 
poetic works, such as those of Mallarmé, which demonstrate a minimalistic essence 
achievable and appreciable only by a select few: the initiated. But if Mallarmé embodies 
the closest achievement of minimalistic perfection, then other artists—such as Barbey 
d’Aurevilly or Edgar Allen Poe—represent another quality contained in the core essence: 
that of a penetrating originality that shocks and unhinges, and which is defined in its 
 
20 As we have seen, Des Esseintes seeks some type of nutritive healing power in the 
marrow of literature. Although the following story is anecdotal, the idea of literature 
holding some healing power in relation to digestion is fascinating in the context of a 
recent interview with Amélie Nothomb. The author recounts how she had been crippled 
by an atrocious case of indigestion for days. One morning, after reading a few pages of 





relation to (and contrast with) purity/perfection. 
Because perfection and purity are difficult to realize and to embody, the artist 
must turn to processes of mixing, combining, and fusing –sometimes borrowing qualities 
from the natural world or from other artists but never directly imitating them—to create 
original work that draws from but changes tradition. In À Rebours, we find that the 
original involves and even necessitates an aspect of the “impure” or “imperfect.” Marc 
Smeets cites Vladimir Jankélévitch, who writes in Pur/Impur: "On a beau faire, pour 
parler de la pureté, il faut parler d'autre chose, et notamment de l'impur ... qui est du 
moins quelque chose" (14). While purity is ephemeral and metaphysical, impurity is 
tangible or—at the very least—possible to identify and isolate. Smeets expounds upon 
the physicality of the pure/impure: 
 
Le commentaire freudien peut faire office ici de commentaire huysmansien. Nous 
passons du même au même: heimlich-unheimlich; traduisons librement mais en 
souscrivant à la même logique: pur-impur, monde-immonde…Chez Huysmans, la 
pureté est un concept sans corps. L’écrivain le sait et, pourtant, refuse de 
l'admettre. A ses yeux, dès qu'il y a incorporation de la chose "pure" - mais qui, de 
son point de vue, n'est pas une chose, tel est son problème -, la souillure apparaît. 
Ce problème pourrait se résoudre si l'impur était le contraire du pur, mais ce n'est 
pas le cas. Chez Huysmans tout est impur dans le monde sublunaire. Ne reste 
alors que cette fascination douloureuse que le personnage huysmansien éprouve 




qui pourtant le déçoit toujours. (14) 
 
Throughout Huysmans’ work, we see these very tensions and incoherencies: between 
excess and minimization, between refinement and the grotesque/vulgar, between purity 
and impurity, between the material and the spiritual/metaphysical. Like pure/impure, 
these dualities are not opposites, but rather they are inextricably mingled in ways that 
create the overwhelming yet potent incoherence of À Rebours. If, as Smeets argues, the 
“pure” cannot be embodied, then we must examine the way the impure/imperfect 
contributes to the nutritive moelle. 
Instead of perfection or purity, the adroit use of imperfection becomes the crucial 
ingredient to achieve penetrating originality. This rarity can be produced through that 
mixture of the contrasting elements alluded to above: the grotesque and the refined, the 
perfume with “une odeur tout à la fois répugnante et exquise” (Huysmans 223), a vision 
with an “horrible charme” (Huysmans 139). Rather than imitating or replicating another 
work of art, one must borrow existing aspects of both art and nature, mixing and 
combining to just the right extent, with a neurotic hypersensitivity. Thus something 
inimitable is created. The insertion of just the right dose of imperfection actually enables 
this disconcerting originality, paradoxically rendering it even closer to perfection. 
Originality in À Rebours implies a spiritual collaboration between the artist and 
what I shall call the ideal appreciator of that art. The most potent experiences are 
produced through an act of communion between an ideal artist and that ideal “receiver”: 




Thus the art of sensory and intellectual appreciation of a work of art becomes an art in 
and of itself. That is, art functions as the medium in a quest for “les sensations 
sublimées”:  
 
…il comprenait d’abord que, pour l’attirer, une œuvre devait revêtir ce caractère 
d’étrangeté que réclamait Edgar Poë, mais il s’aventurait volontiers plus loin, sur 
cette route et appelait des flores byzantines de cervelle et des déliquescences 
compliquées de langue ; il souhaitait une indécision troublante sur laquelle il pût 
rêver, jusqu’à ce qu’il la fit, à sa volonté, plus vague ou plus ferme selon l’état 
momentané de son âme. Il voulait, en somme, une œuvre d’art et pour ce qu’elle 
était par elle-même et pour ce qu’elle pouvait permettre de lui prêter; il voulait 
aller avec elle, grâce à elle, comme soutenu par un adjuvant, comme porté par un 
véhicule, dans une sphère où les sensations sublimées lui imprimeraient une 
commotion inattendue et dont il chercherait longtemps et même vainement à 
analyser les causes. (Huysmans 296; emphasis mine) 
 
A work of art is therefore constituted not only by the physical work itself, but also by the 
sensations it triggers. Notice that this work is associated with a transformation from a 
solid into a liquid, the definition of “déliquences,” a liquid essence. (The elusive core 
essence is manifest most often in the text by allusions to marrow, but it also includes 
other liquid essences, and especially those that emit potent smells, such as perfume). 




inattendue”—a chaotic, back and forth movement of vacillation, a “troubling indecision.” 
The result of the “imprévu” (Huysmans 259) is the often evoked “originales extases” 
(Huysmans 214), unprecedented sensations that can never be repeated in the same way. 
Finally, we encounter the act of “borrowing” as opposed to replicating; just as one can 
borrow gemstones that exist in nature to create something entirely novel, one can also 
glean from a work of art, using what is taken from that work as a “véhicule” of 
transportation to another sphere. The core essence thus represents not only the originality 
and rarity of a work of art, but also an event/moment of transport: a communion between 
two artistic souls who are in the same spiritual state (Huysmans 297), the most powerful 
and potent form of “original ecstasy.”  
In the next three sections, I examine what constitutes this penetrating originality. 
Certainly, it must surprise and disconcert, sending a jolt of electricity: that “unexpected 
commotion,” a “réelle surexcitation de sang et de nerfs”  (Huysmans 83) that evokes 
Walter Benjamin’s analysis of the “shock” of modernity. This effect is produced by 
“savant mélanges” (Huysmans 135), an astute and magical mixture of contrasting 
elements in just the right doses. The effect achieved is an incisive singularity, which 
cannot be appreciated by common, uninitiated minds. Crucially, we encounter resistance 
to perfection and even an astute insertion of imperfection; for Des Esseintes, 





1.2.2 Playing with Contrast 
 
Des Esseintes’ experiment with the gem-encrusted tortoise in chapter four is one 
of the novel’s most memorable examples of that process of constant experimentation (and 
ensuing dissatisfaction) that leads to the adept use of “savants mélanges” (Huysmans 
135). In short, Des Esseintes plays with contrast, leading to a “singularity” of experience 
that comprises the nutritive moelle. 
Des Esseintes decides to enhance the effect of an Oriental rug, considering that “il 
serait bon de placer sur ce tapis quelque chose qui remuât et dont le ton foncé aiguisât la 
vivacité de ces teintes” (Huysmans 128). After purchasing a tortoise, the protagonist is 
unsatisfied with the outcome: the natural colors of the tortoise fail to complement those 
of the Oriental carpet, which are “trop voyant, trop pétulant, trop neuf” (Huysmans 128). 
Des Esseintes realizes that the creative process involves an unexpected action: “il 
s’agissait de renverser la proposition, d’amortir les tons, de les éteindre par le contraste 
d’un objet éclatant, écrasant tout autour de lui, jetant de la lumière d’or sur de l’argent 
pâle” (Huysmans 128). Although his original plan was to make the tones of the Oriental 
rug more brilliant by placing the tortoise on it, he decides that he can improve his 
creation by an opposite action: by subduing the colors of the rug. Thus he decides to have 
the tortoise gilded. This process shows the importance of the unexpected: rather than 
making the rug more brilliant in contrast to the natural tones of the turtle, he tempers the 
tones of the rug with an even more brilliant object. That is, the protagonist achieves his 




The gilded tortoise appeases Des Esseintes temporarily, but dissatisfaction 
inevitably returns. He judges the project unfinished: the tortoise must be encrusted with 
precious stones. Just as Des Esseintes engaged in a process of elimination with colors, he 
goes through a similar process in choosing the gemstones, as each stone in its natural 
state lacks a desired quality: “Le choix des pierres l’arrêta; le diamant est devenu 
singulièrement commun depuis que tous les commerçants en portent au petit doigt” 
(Huysmans 129). Even a diamond is unacceptable because it has become common, or 
even worse, commercialized. He considers various other stones, but each demonstrates an 
aspect that makes them objectionable, such as the amethyst, which does not sparkle 
enough in artificial light (Huysmans 130). Des Esseintes objects to every gem in its 
natural state, once again emphasizing the indispensability of artifice to create something 
truly rare.  
This alchemical notion of combining, mixing, and even cross-pollinating is best 
captured in Huysmans’ description of horticulturalists, who he concludes are “les seuls et 
les vrais artistes” (193-194). In À Rebours, nature provides the raw material for artistic 
creation, but on its own, nature itself is unable to create species “perverse enough” to be 
original. In the same way that horticulturalists create novel species of plants, Des 
Esseintes creates a mixture of artificial and natural stones to achieve an unprecedented 
creation/sensation: 
 
Décidément, aucune de ces pierreries ne contentait des Esseintes; elles étaient 




minéraux plus surprenants et plus bizarres, finit par trier une série de pierres 
réelles et factices dont le mélange devait produire une harmonie fascinatrice et 
déconcertante. (Huysmans 130) 
 
First, like the diamond that is too common, all other precious stones are too civilized and 
too recognizable: that is, too accessible to the public. Eventually, the protagonist achieves 
his goal, that “harmonie fascinatrice et déconcertante,” through a “savant mélange” of 
both natural and artificial stones. Rather than creating an imitation of a specific 
gemstone, Des Esseintes borrows qualities from nature, as well as qualities artificially 
created, producing his own stamp of originality. That is, nature provides raw materials, 
but the exceptionally complicated mind –“des flores byzantines de cervelle” (296), 
suggesting a vast, byzantine vegetation that comprises the brain of a true artist—produces 
the original results. That this “harmony” is “disconcerting” reminds us that for Des 
Esseintes, harmony is disconcerting. A work must disconcert or unsettle, which creates 
that paradoxical, agitating “harmony.” 
As Des Esseintes gazes at the tortoise—a living embodiment of profound 
originality— he consumes its essence, literally and metaphorically:  
 
…Il se sentit parfaitement heureux; ses yeux se grisaient à ces resplendissements 
de corolles en flammes sur un fond d’or; puis, contrairement à son habitude, il 
avait appétit et il trempait ses rôties enduites d’un extraordinaire beurre dans une 




Khansky, des thés jaunes, venus de Chine en Russie par d’exceptionnelles 
caravanes. (Huysmans 132) 
 
Des Esseintes consumes the sight of the brilliance of the tortoise with his eyes, as “se 
griser” indicates intoxication. That this sight unleashes his appetite shows his desire to 
absorb and consume the essence of his own creation. Moreover, what Des Esseintes 
chooses to consume is telling of our conception of originality: he eats toast with an 
“extraordinary” butter, and he drinks tea that is an “impeccable mixture,” transported by 
exceptional vehicles. That he enjoys this “parfum liquide” (Huysmans 138) upon the 
completion of the creation of the bejeweled tortoise is telling: he has realized the essence 
of originality, and he is now drinking it in liquid form. 
Des Esseintes’ choice of porcelain and cutlery illustrate the necessity of contrast. 
As he continues drinking the liquid perfume, he mixes a light, diaphanous Chinese 
porcelain with something slightly shabby and imperfect, even eroded: 
 
Il buvait ce parfum liquide dans ces porcelaines de la Chine, dites coquilles 
d’œufs, tant elles sont diaphanes et légères et, de même qu’il n’admettait que ces 
adorables tasses, il ne se servait également, en fait de couverts, que d’authentique 
vermeil, un peu dédoré, alors que l’argent apparaît un tantinet, sous la couche 
fatiguée de l’or et lui donne ainsi une teinte d’une douceur ancienne, toute 





The lightness of these “adorables tasses” are offset by the cutlery that is an “authentique 
vermeil, un peu dédoré.” It is the imperfection of the cutlery— the fact that it is of 
“douceur ancienne,” implying something old-fashioned and worn out—that lends just the 
right contrast to the delicacy of the porcelain, enhancing the unusual effect of the 
experience. Through processes of admixture, the protagonist achieves a strange balance 
by using contrasting elements in precisely the right amounts and intensities. The words 
“toute épuisée, toute moribonde” take shabbiness a step further, evoking exhaustion and 
death. This insertion of the starkness of death—during one of the rare moments in the 
novel in which the protagonist is “parfaitement heureux” — renders the entire experience 
less “perfect” but more “penetrating.” That is, the presence of death—as a reminder that 
life is temporal—accentuates the ephemerality and thus the intensity of the experience. 
 Indeed, these consummately original experiences are fleeting. Here we must 
distinguish between lasting experiences and extended experiences. In the cases of Poe 
and Gustave Moreau, Des Esseintes is able to sustain this intensity for extended periods 
of time, in “de longs transports” (Huysmans 144). Yet all sensory experience eventually 
comes to a finish. Once Des Esseintes achieves and then consumes the essence of his 
artistic creation (the gilded tortoise), he moves on to another contrastive sensory 
experience involving the use of his mouth organ.21  
 
21 For the synesthetic protagonist, each flavor of liquor corresponds to the sound of a 
musical instrument. After astute experimentation with various liqueurs, Des Esseintes is 
able to compose melodies on his tongue and taste the music. The concept of the mouth 
organ is also rooted in experimentation with contrasts, associations, and nuances, 
accessible only to the savant: “Il arrivait même à transférer dans sa mâchoire de 
véritables morceaux de musique, suivant le compositeur, pas à pas, rendant sa pensée, ses 





As the protagonist goes from one experience to the next, it is the movement 
between contrasting experiences that allow for the singular intensities he seeks. He 
follows the creation of the tortoise with a different experience that resurrects a memory of 
acute pain. Rather than composing a melody with his liqueurs, Des Esseintes selects a 
single elixir: an Irish whiskey, which is distasteful: “un fumet prononcé de créosote lui 
empuantit la bouche” (Huysmans 136). This taste serves as the catalyst for the memory of 
a painful event at the dentist. As he drinks the small goblet of whiskey, what begins as a 
conglomeration of memories concentrates into a single one: “Une fois lancé sur cette 
piste, sa rêverie, d’abord éparse sur tous les praticiens qu’il avait connus, se rassembla et 
convergea sur l’un d’entre eux dont l’excentrique rappel s’était plus particulièrement 
gravé dans sa mémoire” (Huysmans 136). At first, the memories and associations of all of 
his past dentists—which resemble each other or blur together, as if they are floating 
around in his mind—converge into a single memory, one that is far more tangible in the 
sense that it is “gravé dans sa mémoire,” a phrase that lends a material weight to the 
memory. The scene that follows is a representation of concentrated pain, as Des 
Esseintes, beset by a raging toothache, goes to a lower class dentist of the common 
people—“à poigne de fer” (Huysmans 137)—to have the painful molar wrenched out of 
his jaw. He suffers “des douleurs inouïes, à battre des pieds et à bêler ainsi qu’une bête 
qu’on assassine…Un craquement s’était fait entendre, la molaire se cassait, en venant; il 
lui avait alors semblé qu’on lui arrachait la tête, qu’on lui fracassait le crâne” (Huysmans 
138).  This scene is the subject of much commentary, but I wish to emphasize the 
 




singularity of this experience and the necessity of playing with contrast, as the intense 
pain (Huysmans compares it to a skull being shattered and a head being torn off) 
somehow enhances the intense satisfaction following the creation of the tortoise. “Des 
douleurs inouïes” indicate that this pain is almost unimaginable, unprecedented, or even 
unnamable (Huysmans 224). That Des Esseintes passes from the creation of the tortoise 
to the memory of the dentist suggests that a contrast of experiences is necessary to 
achieve that singular intensity integral to artistic creation and appreciation.22   
We encounter this compulsion to persist from one extreme to another again; 
immediately after the tooth is wrenched out, “il s’était retrouvé, dans la rue, joyeux, 
rajeuni de dix ans, s’intéressant aux moindres choses” (Huysmans 139). In order to 
experience youthful joy, it seems Des Esseintes must submit himself to the concentrated 
memory of shattering pain. He calls the memory “l’horrible charme de cette vision,” a 
phrase that combines the alluring and the horrible. These two “opposites” are intertwined, 
like that perfume both repugnant and exquisite (Huysmans 223). That is, Des Esseintes’ 
pursuit of refined taste or hyper-sophistication inherently demands the transgression of 
boundaries beyond distaste into the realm of acute pain. Finally, whether speaking of 
 
22 When Des Esseintes returns from the violent memory of the dentist to the present 
moment in the text, he remembers the tortoise, which he finds lifeless and immobile: 
“elle n’avait pu supporter le luxe éblouissant qu’on lui imposait” (Huysmans 139). The 
description of death is not only comical, considering the amount of effort, 
experimentation, and thought invested in its adornment, but also anticlimactic in the 
sense that just a few sentences are devoted to it. That is, the creature simply stopped 
moving, recalling the description of the cutlery that is “toute épuisée, toute moribonde,” 
as if the turtle were spent from the energy of mere existence. The reminder of death is 
ever present, suggesting that these intense, singular experiences end. The most astute 





ecstasy or pain, the most fundamental aspect of original experience is that it penetrates. 
Huysmans later describes certain poems of Mallarmé that pierce “avec une acuité qui 
vous pénètre jusqu’au ravissement, jusqu’à la douleur” (Huysmans 162).  “Douleur” and 
“ravissement” therefore result from some aspect that metaphorically enters the depths of 
the soul. 
As Des Essintes continues his quest for the nutritive essence, he continues to seek 
this “incisive” singularity. 
 
1.2.3 Incisive Singularity 
 
If decadence involves being at the end of something—the end of a line, the end of 
a century, or what David Weir calls being “the last in a series” (17), one particular artist 
steps outside the boundaries of this formulation in his incisive singularity. If Mallarmé 
and Baudelaire occupy a sacred space in the realm of literature, then Gustave Moreau 
occupies that space of separateness for Huysmans’ critique of painting in the novel. 
Moreau is singular in that he is neither the last of something nor the first of something, 
deriving from no one: “la vérité était que Gustave Moreau ne dérivait de personne. Sans 
ascendant véritable, sans descendants possibles, il demeurait, dans l’art contemporain, 
unique” (Huysmans 149). I wish to draw attention to two crucial elements regarding 
Moreau: first, his work elicits the penetrating singularity I have described, serving to 
“unhinge” the viewer. Second, his work necessitates neurosis, both for its creation and for 




spirituelle”: a magical communion between the artist and the ideal receiver of that art.  
Although Gustave Moreau borrows and combines certain qualities from other 
forms of art, the effect produced is a “singular enchantment”: 
 
Il y avait dans ses œuvres désespérées et érudites un enchantement singulier, une 
incantation vous remuant jusqu’au fond des entrailles, comme celle de certains 
poèmes de Baudelaire, et l’on demeurait ébahi, songeur, déconcerté, par cet art 
qui franchissait les limites de la peinture, empruntait à l’art d’écrire ses plus 
subtiles évocations, à l’art du Limosin ses plus merveilleux éclats, à l’art du 
lapidaire et du graveur ses finesses les plus exquises. (Huysmans 149-150; 
emphasis mine) 
 
Moreau combines the “subtlest evocations” from the art of painting with the “most 
exquisite delicacy” from the art of engraving, but the result is a consummate 
singularity.23 The word “songeur” reminds us that Des Esseintes relishes this very 
uncertainty that leaves him contemplating a work of art for hours, that unexpected 
commotion “dont il chercherait longtemps et même vainement à analyser les causes” 
 
23 I argue that “singularity”—a synonym for originality— is effectuated through this 
quality that cuts to a core. Like Moreau, Edgar Allen Poe embodies this strange, 
penetrating quality that Des Esseintes seeks: “Afin de jouir d’une œuvre qui joignît, 
suivant ses vœux, à un style incisif, une analyse pénétrante et féline, il lui fallait arriver 
au maître de l’Induction, à ce profond et étrange Edgar Poë, pour lequel, depuis le temps 
qu’il le relisait, sa dilection n’avait pu déchoir” (Huysmans 309). The “style”—the 
aesthetic quality—must be properly joined to the analysis—the erudite, psychological, 
mental element. Both are “incisive” and “penetrating,” evoking a cutting quality. Yet the 
word féline injects a perspective of subtlety and grace, adding a certain elegant simplicity 




(Huysmans 296). The origins of this commotion are ungraspable, resisting analysis. 
These intense sensory experiences are therefore impossible to understand, and this 
unknowability contributes to that necessary tension and “commotion” we saw above. 
This “enchantment” ultimately stirs the viewer “jusqu’au fond des entrailles,” penetrating 
the physical body. This passage—which alludes to a digestive organ— recalls Des 
Esseintes’ critique of music, in which he writes of Schuman: “Cette musique lui entrait, 
en frissonnant, jusqu’aux os” (Huysmans 329). One is literally penetrated by a work of 
art, as if a work of art gets into the core of one’s physical body, or into the bones, 
evocative of marrow. The idea of a work of art “penetrating” the physical body suggests, 
yet again, that to consume art is to absorb it into the physical fiber of one’s being. Indeed, 
Baudelaire’s work often evokes smells, which enter the body into the lungs – all linked to 
the “souffle” of inspiration, (in both senses of the word “inspire”), something akin to 
Greek idea of spirit-breath pneuma, or soul. Thus to create and to consume a work of art 
involves not just mental activity, but a movement that affects the physical body.  
Moreover, this originality disarms the receiver: one remains “ébahi, songeur, 
déconcerté” in its presence. When speaking of Moreau’s representation of Salomé, Des 
Esseintes’ own reaction to the painting mirrors that of Herod the king himself in front of 
the dancer: “Tel que le vieux roi, des Esseintes demeurait écrasé, anéanti, pris de vertige, 
devant cette danseuse” (Huysmans 148). The king, like Des Esseintes, is rendered 
powerless over his own body, immobile and taken by vertigo, crushed under the gravity 
of the potent effects of the dancer. This temporary loss of control— this representation of 




This singularity—which stupefies the viewer— is a crucial component of what 
constitutes the experience of “originales exstases.”  
In order to produce art that disconcerts, the transgression of boundaries is 
inherently involved.24 Moreau’s art “qui franchissait les limites de la peinture” is 
compared to certain poems of Baudelaire; recall that Baudelaire encapsulates this idea of 
“going further” to the innermost depths of the soul: “Baudelaire était allé plus loin; il était 
descendu jusqu’au fond de l’inépuisable mine, s’était engagé à travers des galeries 
abandonnées ou inconnues, avait abouti à ces districts de l’âme où se ramifient les 
végétations monstrueuses de la pensée” (Huysmans 252-253). Baudelaire’s poetry and 
Moreau’s painting descend further, “jusqu’au fond,” to places “abandoned” and 
“unknown.” Both artists approach parts of the soul where “les végétations monstrueuses 
de la pensée” are to be found. This pushing of limitations is captured through a 
downward movement; we might say that these artists descend toward a core essence of 
depravity itself.25 
Considering the notion of a singular entity, we encounter a consummate 
 
24 The notion of pushing limitations and transgressing boundaries is also seen in 
Huysmans’ assessment of the lithographs of Odile Redon, an artist known for his 
interpretations of Flaubert, Poe, and Baudelaire: “Ces dessins étaient en dehors de tout; 
ils sautaient, pour la plupart, par-dessus les bornes de la peinture, innovaient un 
fantastique très spécial, un fantastique de maladie et de délire” (154). That these drawings 
are “en dehors de tout” suggests that they cannot be classified; like Mallarmé, they are to 
be placed in a category of their own. Because they defy limitations of painting, something 
utterly unique is born: a specific manifestation of the fantastic, marked by delirium. In the 
decadent consciousness, mental illness and disease are catalysts for extraordinarily 
unique creations, ones that “stand alone” as singular entities. 
25 Yet Nothomb insists that the act of writing itself springs from something base and 
corporeal (“Le Temps des écrivains”). Therefore I make the distinction between the act of 




“wholeness” to the very depravity of the symbol of Salomé; she is “la déité symbolique 
de l’indestructible Luxure, la déesse de l’immortelle Hystérie” (Huysmans 144-145). 
Salomé is singular in the sense that she too stands alone, outside of any time period: “Le 
peintre semblait d’ailleurs avoir voulu affirmer sa volonté de rester hors des siècles, de ne 
point préciser d’origine, de pays, d’époque” (Huysmans 145). Like Moreau himself (who 
has no forbears), one cannot pinpoint Salomé’s origins. As an eternal symbol of 
perversity, she is completely whole. Recalling that the impure is tangible, whereas the 
concept of pure is “sans corps”; therefore we find an ironic sense of purity in Salomé’s 
“indestructible Luxure,” a representation of evil in “pure” form. 
Salomé’s singularity represents the ancient Greek concept of henosis, a “one-
ness” or “unity of being.” This concept is also manifest in Platonism and Neo-Platonism. 
In Neo-Platonism, the ideal is for the human soul is to become one with that 
“fountainhead” being, which creates ecstasy. I suggest that these “originales exstases” 
that Huysmans seeks is evocative of the Neo-Platonic ascent to the “One,” aspiring 
toward a “one-ness” with the creator of a work of art: that “spiritual collaboration” 
between the creator and the receiver. Moreau is able to create the penetrating effects of 
singularity—Salomé’s oneness of being—through a decadent tapestry of unexpected 
combinations: 
 
Remontant aux sources ethnographiques, aux origines des mythologies dont il 
comparait et démêlait les sanglantes énigmes; réunissant, fondant en une seule les 




autres peuples, il justifiait ainsi ses fusions architectoniques, ses amalgames 
luxueux et inattendus d’étoffes. (Huysmans 149; emphasis mine) 
 
The phrase “une seule” suggests singularity, but this singularity is rendered possible 
through an erudite fusion of mythologies, legends, and architectures. In Decadence and 
Catholicism, Ellis Hanson discusses what he calls the “confusion” of Salome’s origins 
marked by paradox:  
 
She is the wandering—we might say the dancing—hyster of medical lore, the 
evocation of an eternal feminine that defies the specificities of race or country or 
period. Like the hysteric, her body and the architecture within which she dances 
are a heterogeneous confusion of historical markings that place her and fail to 
place her at the same time. Contradictory meanings exist side by side, vying for 
attention. (158) 
 
Yet despite these contradictory meanings, the melding together of mythologies, and the 
“confusion of historical markings,” the effect of this painting is wholly singular. Despite 
(or rather, because of) this incoherence, the effect is rendered more powerful. It is 
precisely the nature of incoherence that produces that “disconcerting harmony,” and thus 
the potency of a work. 
Huysmans’ analysis of Salomé holds that, because the writers of the gospels did 




“mystérieuse et pâmée, dans le brouillard lointain des siècles” (144). Salomé’s former 
vagueness—her lack of distinctness as a symbol—contrasts with the sharp, penetrating 
effect produced by Moreau’s painting. Specifically, Moreau resurrects the symbol in 
portraying that singular depravity, triggering “originales extases” for those with minds 
that are both sharpened and unnerved: Moreau’s allegories are “aiguisées par les 
inquiètes perspicuités d’un nervosisme tout modern” (Huysmans 149; emphasis mine). 
This neurotic hypersensitivity, credited in this case to modernity, makes the artist’s 
representations acute and therefore more powerful. The word perspicuité connotes a 
clear, precise image of thought, and the word “aiguisé” evokes a sharpening and a 
honing, allowing for deeper penetration into the depths of the body/soul. If Moreau’s 
allegories are aiguisées, so are the minds of those capable of accessing this penetrating 
symbol; Huysmans describes Salomé as “insaisissable pour les esprits précis et terre à 
terre, accessible seulement aux cervelles ébranlées, aiguisées, comme rendues 
visionnaires par la névrose” (Huysmans 144). Neurosis renders the mind visionary; this 
very destabilization and agitation, a state of being unhinged, as suggested by the word 
“ébranlées,” is necessary for both artistic creation and for access to that creation.26  
 
26 For the purpose of this chapter, I distinguish between the artist/writer 
(Mallarmé/Moreau) and the appreciator of the work (the initiated). Yet the distinction is 
not entirely clear. If we consider Huysmans the spiritual and artistic disciple of 
Baudelaire, then we cannot escape, as Amy Leffette argues, the idea of À Rebours as a 
portrait of an artist in which Des Esseintes is the artist/subject, not simply the art critic in 
pursuit of high taste. In arranging his painstakingly curated interior décor, as well as his 
for interieur honed and sharpened by certain works of art and literature, Des Esseintes is 
a physical embodiment of the artist-as-subject, surrounded by his own private, highly 
edited surroundings. To decorate his retreat from modern existence, Des Esseintes seeks 
out paintings “loin de nos mœurs, loin de nos jours” (Huysmans 141). He describes the 





If the most rare and original works can be appreciated only by the few, art and 
literature that falls victim to what Huysmans calls “promiscuité dans l’admiration” (203) 
become intolerable: “pour les initiés, polluée, banale, presque repoussante” (Huysmans 
203), an idea that evokes the “snobisme” associated with Proust. For Des Esseintes, only 
one artist can trigger an extended state of euphoria: “Entre tous, un artiste existait dont le 
talent le ravissait en de longs transports, Gustave Moreau” (141; emphasis mine). Only 





 The achievement of incisive singularity requires just the right dose of 
imperfection to inject vivacity, tension, and movement into a work of art, thus 
destabilizing equilibrium and agitating the nerves of the viewer/reader. Huysmans points 
to the writing of Hello, whose work demonstrates this imperfection, as the antidote to the 
frozen, lifeless state of religious writings and the “banalité” (Huysmans 266) associated 
 
somme la poésie même, de fuir loin de ce monde contemporain qu’il étudiait” 
(Huysmans 301; emphasis mine). Des Esseintes simultaneously flees from the 
contemporary world, while at the same time remaining close enough to study it. Like Des 
Esseintes, the “initiated” writers and artists deplored modernity, but they also gleaned 
from it in the sense that the neural agitations associated with neurosis—the result of 
inhabiting a specific place at a specific time—fed artistic creation. Moreover, rather than 
look to the future, the decadents drew from the past, seeking “un rêve ancien, dans une 
corruption antique” (Huysmans 141). Their minds sharpened by the neurosis produced by 
modernity, they look backward, while at the same time, creating art and literature that is 




with them:  
Mais la langue chrétienne avait fini, dans leurs discours et dans leurs livres, par 
devenir impersonnelle, par se figer dans une rhétorique aux mouvements et aux 
repos prévus, dans une série de périodes construites d’après un modèle unique. Et 
en effet, tous les ecclésiastiques écrivaient de même. (259)  
 
Here we encounter the opposite of what Huysmans seeks in art and in writing: something 
“prévus,” rather than “imprévus,” “hardies,” or “neuves” (259). This language has frozen, 
suggesting that it no longer engenders movement, is no longer alive, lacking the ability to 
produce that “réelle surexcitation de sang et de nerfs” (Huysmans 83).  The narrator 
proposes that Catholic writing has become repetitive and banal, and only a profound 
originality can resurrect it: “Souvent des Esseintes y avait songé: il fallait un talent bien 
authentique, une originalité bien profonde, une conviction bien ancrée, pour dégeler cette 
langue si froide, pour animer ce style public que ne pouvait soutenir aucune pensée qui 
fût imprévue, aucune thèse qui fût brave” (Huysmans 259). This cold, lifeless language—
which is incapable of any twist of unexpected thought, any courageous argument— must 
be re-animated. The word “profonde” evokes a depth, while the word “ancrée” lends a 
material weight to this totality of conviction. A talent that is “authentique” does not 
necessarily entail perfection; rather, it demands a singular spirit of boldness and 
conviction to be truly penetrating.  
 Huysmans identifies Hello as the antidote to “cette langue si froide”—the  




a cutting mental quality, one that is sharp and able to permeate: “(Hello) …avait ainsi, et 
malgré le mauvais équilibre de ses constructions, démonté avec une singulière 
perspicacité, ‘l’Avare’, ‘l’homme médiocre’… (Huysmans 267). Despite the imperfect 
equilibrium of his writing, Hello demonstrates this incisive singularity, which in itself is a 
kind of perfection in its uniqueness. In fact, it is this very incoherence that produces 
originality: “Quoi qu’il en fût, des Esseintes se sentait attiré par cet esprit mal équilibré, 
mais subtil; la fusion n’avait pu s’accomplir entre l’adroit psychologue et le pieux cuistre, 
et ces cahots, ces incohérences même constituaient la personnalité de cet homme” 
(Huysmans 269; emphasis mine).27 The mind of the writer is both “subtil”—discerning, 
astute—but also “mal équilibré,” suggesting that the two qualities are intertwined. His 
mind is further characterized by “les pénétrantes arguties de son analyse” (Huysmans 
267), suggesting that penetrating yet subtle quality of finesse. Moreover, we encounter 
yet again that aspect of fusion through this joining of the perceptive psychologist and the 
pious, pedantic boor. An “adroit psychologue” entails self-awareness, while the “pieux 
cuistre” indicates the opposite, which results in the very collisions—“cahots”—that make 
 
27 Concerning these incoherencies that constitute Hello, the word “incoherence” 
encapsulates both our protagonist and À Rebours at large. On the one hand, Des Esseintes 
aims to refine and condense taste to it purest, most minimalistic form; on the other hand, 
he is extraordinarily excessive, basking in that non-utilitarian superfluity, as seen in the 
creation of the tortoise. As Lloyd puts it “…the whole book suffers from a certain 
incoherence” (113), and the “excesses” of Des Esseintes produce the work’s “memorable 
potency” (121). This potency is a manifestation of the excess of minimization: a 
narrowing down of all sensations to these “originales extases,” these intense and rare 
experiences, both sensory and spiritual. We might even say that Huysmans effectuates his 
own ideal through this novel: an imperfect, often incoherent, yet consummately original 
work. Therefore the movement toward the core essence of the marrow involves this very 
incoherence between excess and minimization, between asceticism and gluttony. It is this 





up Hello’s personality. It is the fusion of contrasts, contradictions, and imperfections that 
create this “singulière perspicacité.”  
 In contrast to Mallarmé, whose poetry is as close to perfection as possible in its 
achievement of the purest minimization, we find other “imperfect” writers who attract 
Des Esseintes, as he searches in their work for that “electricité” despite “leur défauts”: 
 
…c’étaient des livres vers lesquels son inclination s’était peu à peu portée, des 
livres qui le délassaient de la perfection des écrivains de plus vaste encolure, par 
leurs défauts, mêmes ; ici, encore, à avoir voulu raffiner, des Esseintes était arrivé 
à chercher parmi de troubles pages des phrases dégageant une sorte d’électricité 
qui le faisait tressaillir alors qu’elles déchargeaient leur fluide dans un milieu qui 
paraissait tout d’abord réfractaire. (Huysmans 302) 
 
The phrase “peu à peu portée” shows a gradual inclination: a cultivation or developed 
taste. This presents incoherence in the text itself in that, on the one hand, Des Esseintes is 
attracted to works that immediately “unhinge” the reader or receiver. Yet on the other 
hand, we see in this passage that Des Esseintes actually cultivates his own ability to 
gradually draw out “des phrases dégageant une sorte d’électricité.” That is, a patient 
“initié” finds sentences emitting that “fluide,” representing the potent essence that has 
been distilled. These works at first appeared “réfractaire,” an unusual word choice 




text will not deliver or not submit to expectations.28 The untrained mind will pass over 
these texts, but Des Esseintes possesses that rare ability to discern sentences capable of 
triggering the intense sensations he pursues, those that incite movement and provoke 
physical reactions: “qui le faisait tressaillir.” These “lesser” writers, then, seem to defy 
perfection itself; amidst pages of imperfect or “unyielding” sentences, Des Esseintes 
discovers those potent phrases that destabilize and emit electricity. It is perhaps the 
contrast between banal and potent phrases (or because one doesn’t expect these jolts of 
electricity from “lesser” works) that produces the shock and surprise necessary for the 
“sensations superfines” (Huysmans 309) that the protagonist cultivates. 
On a gustatory level, imperfection is a type of appertif that trigger irritations, 
which, in turn, stimulate the appetite: 
 
L’imperfection même lui plaisait, pourvu qu’elle ne fût ni parasite, ni servile, et 
peut-être y avait-il une dose de vérité dans sa théorie que l’écrivain subalterne de 
 
28 The Petit Robert gives a second definition of réfractaire as “insermenté,” which has a 
religious connotation: “qui avait refusé de prêter serment à la constitution civile du clergé 
en 1790,” referring to the Catholic oaths that some priests refused to take. In other 
instances of the use of the word, we see a theme of “refusal” or “unwillingness to 
submit.” This is an interesting detail within the context of Huysmans’ conversion: what 
we might call a form of submission, or what Barbey d’Aurevilly referred to as a choice 
between “la bouche d’un pistolet ou les pieds de la croix” (Huysmans 72). Yet 
Huysmans’ artistic/ writerly process involves a decadent refusal to submit to standards or 
norms. This tension speaks to what Ellis Hanson calls Huysmans’ difficulty to reconcile 
his conversion with artistic sensitivities (Huysmans Mysterique 134). Hanson writes: 
“The conversion of Des Esseintes, if we may call it that, seems less the logical conclusion 
of a decadent life than a recurrent thread in decadent spirituality. The prayer is certainly 
less a conclusion to À Rebours than a final repetition, an outburst, of the same improbable 
longing for faith. The repetition continues, through the four Durtal novels, in which 
Huysmans, even after his own formal conversion, is at pains to reconcile his own 




la décadence, que l’écrivain encore personnel mais incomplet, alambique un 
baume plus irritant, plus apéritif, plus acide, que l’artiste de la même époque, qui 
est vraiment grand, vraiment parfait. (Huysmans 302) 
 
First, the imperfection of an original work cannot be parasitical, something that latches 
onto another agent, deriving its nutrients (or nutritive essence) from another’s work. Nor 
can this imperfection be servile, in the sense that it cannot seek to please the public. 
Indeed, writers scorned by the public cause Des Esseintes to appreciate them even more: 
he turns to “quelques écrivains que lui rendait encore plus propices et plus chers, le 
mépris dans lequel les tenait un public incapable de les comprendre” (Huysmans 302). It 
is precisely these “lesser” writers of the period who emit a balm that agitates yet also 
stimulates, as the word “apéritif” equates to stimulation or desire. The word “acide” 
evokes a sharpness of taste, that same cutting quality seen above. Thus we see that 
“greatness”—represented by an artist who is “vraiment grand, vraiment parfait”—has a 
less potent effect than that acidic quality of a work that can trigger more irritating 
sensations, causing that “commotion inattendue.” 29 
 
29 We encounter similar allusions to appetite and “grotesque flavors” throughout the 
novel. Des Esseintes relishes the “grotesque taste” of Barbey d’Aurevilly: “les œuvres de 
Barbey d’Aurevilly étaient encore les seules dont les idées et le style présentassent ces 
faisandages, ces taches morbides, ces épidermes talés et ce goût blet, qu’il aimait tant à 
savourer parmi les écrivains décadents, latins et monastiques des vieux ages” (Huysmans 
276). This passage suggests a decomposition of food, “ces faisandages.” The flavor is 
“overripe,” and the skin is “bruised,” a contrast to a perfect or refined taste. Yet the 
narrator savors this very imperfection and decomposition. Likewise, of the poet Tristan 
Corbière, the protagonist describes that he likes “ce faisandage dont il était gourmand et 




In addition to producing acidic flavors that stimulate the appetite/senses, 
imperfection also entails a certain unruliness and chaotic movement, that unexpected 
commotion, which enables sensations that are hyper acute: 
 
À son avis, c’était parmi leurs turbulentes ébauches que l’on apercevait les 
exaltations de la sensibilité les plus suraiguës, les caprices de la psychologie les 
plus morbides, les dépravations les plus outrées de la langue sommée dans ses 
derniers refus de contenir, d’enrober les sels effervescents des sensations et des 
idées. (Huysmans 302; emphasis mine) 
 
It is among these chaotic, unfinished drafts or sketches that one can perceive greater 
elations of sensibility, ones that are “suraiguës,” evoking an ability to reach even higher, 
sharper pitches. “Les dépravations les plus outrées” show a hyperbolic pushing of 
boundaries and limits, going further into the morbid depths of the human soul, like 
Baudelaire or Moreau. The phrase “sommée dans ses derniers refus de contenir” suggests 
a refusal of language to contain the effervescence, as if this effervescence escapes the 
control that language is called upon—yet refuses—to provide. The essence is therefore 
“outside” of expectations. Language alone does not suffice, but through a savant mixture, 
an essence can be achieved.  These “depravations” actually contain and embody, or 
“enrober,” the salt that brings out the potency of all flavors: that is, it enables the 
effervescent quality of these sensations. Yet again, we see in the word effervescence that 




bubbly effect. When combined, these various ingredients of imperfection, such as 
disorder and depravity, bring to the surface a sublime sensation of ideas.  
As we consider the notion of imperfection, let us return to the binary of 
pure/impure. If purity (or perfection) is bodiless, then impurity (or imperfection) is 
material (tangible). Yet, like all dichotomies in Huysmans’ work (the grotesque and the 
refined, taste and distaste, and excess and minimization), the pure/impure are interfused. 
It is the incoherence and the tension that engenders movement within the space between 
these dichotomies that provide access to these “originales extases.” Yet again, we find 
that same paradoxical quality in Des Esseintes’ “excessive” movement toward 
minimization, in the sense that the protagonist no longer admits anything less than “les 
sensations superfines”: “Il se souciait peu des affections générales, des associations 
d’idées communes, maintenant que la rétention de son esprit s’exagérait et qu’il 
n’admettait plus que les sensations superfines et que les tourmentes catholiques et 
sensuelles” (Huysmans 309). The narrator states that “la rétention de son esprit 
s’exagérait,” that is, it has become sharper, more pronounced. Retention has become 
excessively minimalistic in that the narrator no longer admits (or is capable of admitting) 
any sensation that is “common” or “general,” just as his stomach refuses to allow him to 
consume solid foods. Moreover, these “sensations superfines” are coupled with 
“tourmentes,” communicating a stormy, or chaotic commotion; these “tourmentes” are 
both “catholiques,” suggesting a religion—and thus orthodoxy and conformism—and 
“sensual,” suggesting voluptuousness or transgression. The incoherencies between 




even hedonistic pleasure in religion.30 Thus we see this passage that is fraught with 
incoherencies, the very incongruities that create the singularity of the novel. It is because 
of these incoherencies—essentially, a type of disorder, chaos, and even 
irreconcilability— that the novel develops its penetrating, potent flavor.  
As we shall see in more detail in the next section, these incoherencies are due in 
part to what Huysmans calls “cette conviction que la vie humaine n’est plus qu’un 
incertain combat livré entre l’enfer et le ciel; cette foi en deux entités contraires, Satan et 
le Christ” (272; emphasis mine). This conviction creates the frenetic, back-and-forth 
oscillation that characterizes À Rebours: the effervescence of movement that creates the 
 
30 This “hedonistic” pleasure in religion is certainly not a novel idea. Flaubert’s Madame 
Bovary finds a sensual pleasure in the sermons of the church, and like Des Esseintes, 
seeks sensations that are unexpected: “Les comparaisons de fiancé, d’époux, d’amant 
céleste et de mariage éternel qui reviennent dans les sermons lui soulevaient au fond de 
l’âme des douceurs inattendues” (49; emphasis mine). Like Huysmans’ protagonist, she 
seeks sensual pleasure in asceticism: “Elle essaya, par mortification, de rester tout un jour 
sans manger” (49, part I, chapter 6). This sensual pleasure in abstention likewise recalls 
Jean-Pierre Richard’s paradoxical “gourmand anoréxique.” Moreover, Ellis Hanson 
emphasizes the parallels between Catholicism and the transgressive qualities associated 
with decadence. In his Introduction to Decadence and Catholicism, he discusses the 
paradoxical “voluptuous” qualities of the Church and the decadents who accentuated it: 
“Catholicism is itself an elaborate paradox. The decadents merely emphasized the point 
within their own aesthetic of paradox. The Church is at once modern and medieval, 
ascetic and yet sumptuous, spiritual and yet sensual, chaste and yet erotic, homophobic 
and yet homoerotic, suspicious of aestheticism and yet an elaborate work of art” (7). 
Rather than oppositional binaries—such as gluttony versus asceticism—we see the 
interdependence of what we call “decadence” and Catholicism. (Hanson goes so far as to 
say that “before and after his conversion, he (Huysmans) is most Decadent when he is 
most Catholic” (Telos: Critical Theory of the Contemporary)). I interpret this statement 
to support the idea that (transgressive) decadence and (abstemious) Catholicism—like 
gluttony and anorexia, excess and minimization, asceticism and aestheticism, order and 
chaos—are inextricably intertwined, which produces that constant movement and 




intense sensations of decadence.31 
 
1.2.5 Hunger for Communion 
 
As we have seen, the realization of the “originales extases” (Huysmans 214) 
depends not only upon a profound originality of artistic creation, but also upon a magical 
communion between the creator of a work and the rare being able to appreciate or absorb 
it. This spiritual communion is made possible by a state of neurosis, which is not only a 
result of modernity, but also a “spiritual” crisis. The word spirituel activates a sense of 
the metaphysical/religious, as well as the intellectual/psychological. Thus the figure of 
the doctor at the end of the novel—unable to understand “le côté spirituel” (Huysmans 
340-341) of neurotic hypersensitivity—stands as a juxtaposition to the “initités,” those 
whose acutely sharpened sensibilities make them capable of understanding the likes of 
Mallarmé or Verlaine (Huysmans 341). 
These “sensations sublimées” or “originales extases” are realized when two 
beings—through literature or art—experience a magical communion of thought through 
these works: “Puis il entrait, avec elles, en complète communion d’idées avec les 
écrivains qui les avaient conçues, parce qu’ils s’étaient alors trouvés dans une situation 
 
31 Ellis Hanson writes: “As early as À Rebours, he [Huysmans] praises Barbey 
d’Aurevilly for his celebrations of sadism and mysticism, the two extremes of spiritual 
aspiration…In the course of Là-Bas, Durtal comes to recognize the dialectical tension 
between sadism and mysticism as a paradox rather than a simple opposition” (Hanson 
151). Indeed, Huysmans offers no simple oppositions; rather, what we find is that 




d’esprit analogue à la sienne” (Huysmans 297). Like the word spirituel, the phrase 
“situation d’esprit” has several connotations that comprise the psychological, intellectual, 
and the spiritual/religious. The text encompasses each of these meanings. In À Rebours, 
this “situation d’esprit” is not only psychological, it is also a spiritual malady: one that 
the doctor cannot cure. 
What Des Esseintes sees as a return to health, the doctor views as a sign of 
disease. Des Esseintes believes that he is beginning to recover only when his “old 
irritations” resurface:  
 
Alors son cabinet de travail l’agaça; des défauts auxquels l’habitude l’avait 
accoutumé lui sautèrent aux yeux, dès qu’il y revint après une longue absence. 
Les couleurs choisies pour être vues aux lumières des lampes lui parurent se 
désaccorder aux lueurs du jour; il pensa à les changer et combina pendant des 
heures de factieuses harmonies de teintes, d’hybrides accouplements d’étoffes et 
de cuirs. (Huysmans 335) 
 
After a time of separation, Des Esseintes’ aesthetic sensibilities are (re) sharpened. Now, 
he notices the “défauts” of certain combinations of colors.32 We re-encounter those 
paradoxical “subversive harmonies”: the word “factieuses” suggests a dissent or 
 
32 These imperfections differ from the imperfections seen in the “lesser” decadent writers 
discussed in the last section because the imperfection lies not in the color itself, but in the 
way it contrasts with other colors or elements (such as daylight). Once again, we come to 
the crucial matter of effect: the “défauts” here produce an effect that has lost its ability to 
emit “electricity.” In the case of certain “subalterne” (302) writers, these “défauts” served 




rebellion, which shows that harmony is (or is a result of) subversion. For Des Esseintes, 
harmony is disconcerting. Moreover, the possibility of “hybrid couplings”—various 
possibilities of combinations—consume the protagonist’s mind for hours. His neurotic 
preoccupations and agitations confirm that Des Esseintes is on his way to recovery: 
“Décidément, je m’achemine vers la santé, se dit-il, relatant le retour de ses anciennes 
préoccupations, de ses vieux attraits”  (Huysmans 335). In an ironic reversal, what Des 
Esseintes considers a sign of his recovery, the doctor views as an indication of the need 
for more radical treatment. 
When the doctor observes Des Esseintes lost in his former obsessions, he 
immediately puts a halt to all reminiscing and to all decorative projects: 
 
Des Esseintes lui fit part de ses irréalisable souhaits, et il commençait à 
manigancer de nouvelles investigations de couleurs, à parler des concubinages et 
des ruptures de tons qu’il ménagerait, quand le médecin lui asséna une douche 
glacée sur la tête, en lui affirmant, d’une façon péremptoire, que ce ne serait pas, 
en tout cas, dans ce logis qu’il mettrait à exécution ses projets. (Huysmans 336) 
 
As Des Esseintes tells of new experimentations with color and contrast, the doctor 
drenches his head with ice water, reinforcing the naive idea of the physical (the ice water) 
in order to “cure” the mental. In Huysmans Mysterique, Ellin Hanson notes that 
Huysmans was versed in the scientific literature of the period with regards to hysteria and 




bromide, emollients, and lupulin and camphor—as one of the cures that science 
prescribes for “mental hysteria”: “Huysmans delights in his own clinical language, but 
immediately redirects our gaze toward a religious interpretation” (Hanson 143). Indeed, 
the doctor utilizes this shock of ice water as a remedy for a disease that Huysmans 
implies is fundamentally psychological/spiritual. The doctor prescribes his final cure: that 
the solitude at Fontenay must end and Des Esseintes must return to society in order to 
divert and amuse himself. The contrast between the doctor as “man of the world,” a 
representation of all the banality that protagonist abhors about society, and Des Esseintes, 
the hypersensitive aesthete, is as sharp as that shock of ice water.  
That this “man of the world” is a doctor is particularly germane; his work is to 
heal disease, yet there exists no remedy for the protagonist’s “situation d’esprit”: in 
particular, the “coté spirituel” of his malady. Des Esseintes consults with other doctors, 
who confirm the diagnosis of their colleague: “que son verdict, d’ailleurs confirmé par 
l’avis de tous les nosographes de la névrose, était que la distraction, que l’amusement, 
que la joie, pouvaient seuls influer sur cette maladie dont tout le côté spirituel échappait à 
la force chimique des remèdes” (Huysmans 340-341). For the doctor, the remedy for 
neurosis resides in common amusements and distractions. The doctor’s “treatment”—
which is to amuse himself in Paris—is impossible because Des Esseintes’ tastes, 
distastes, and mind excessively “disciplined” by art and literature will not permit him to 
enjoy what other people enjoy. The same neurosis that makes him capable of 
understanding Mallarmé renders him incapable of enjoying common pleasures.  




Huysmans calls “cette singulière maladie” (Huysmans 215). On the one hand, it would 
seem biological/physiological, adhering to Naturalism’s conception of hereditary 
degeneracy. On the other hand, it would also seem circumstantial, stemming from what 
Benjamin would call the “shock” of modernity and the overhaul of a rapidly changing 
society. As Francesco Manzini writes, neurosis (along with neurasthenia and hysteria) 
can also serve as a “catch-all label used in the nineteenth century to denote psychological 
disturbances” (Manzini 30). Although such debates are beyond the scope of this paper, I 
wish to point out one particular aspect: that in the text, the word “singular” suggests that, 
despite its multifactorial origins, this malady contains some aspect of uniqueness or 
rarity.  
  Christopher Lloyd compares neurosis to “original sin” in the sense that, 
regardless of the cause, one is essentially born into it: 
 
Like original sin, neurosis seems to be imposed on the character by the weight of 
past events outside his control […] Like syphilis, it is a sinister force submerged 
within the organism, which from time to time emerges in a variety of symptoms, 
attacking both on a physical and moral level. (120-121) 
 
Des Esseintes is the last of a degenerate family line, a representation of the dead 
“noblesse décomposée” (Huysmans 341), and neurosis is a malady that ravages “à bout 
de sang” (Huysmans 215), suggesting its genetic inevitability. That is, this “sinister 




neurosis represents original sin, it would seem that this disease is imposed upon humanity 
on the condition of its mere existence: “Neurosis thus represents far more than a nervous 
disorder: essentially it becomes a metaphor for the fundamental sickness Huysmans sees 
in man and nature” (Lloyd 121). Yet, Lloyd’s formulation is problematic in that neurosis, 
like decadence, is a very particular kind of sickness: “a new and beautiful and interesting 
disease” (859), to use Arthur Symon’s formulation. If humankind is born into original 
sin, few are born into neurosis—that is, Des Esseintes is born into a “singular” case of 
neuroticism that impels him to create his own self as an “orginal” work of art; his 
surroundings and his aesthetic décor at Fontenay become literal extensions of his own 
body.33 His agitation and dissatisfaction are fundamentally nervous, aesthetic/synesthetic, 
and spiritual, because sensations, whether visual, auditory, or olfactory, are all linked to 
Des Esseintes’ being, and thus to both the physical and psychological state.34 Unable to 
find refuge or comfort in the diversions of society, Des Esseintes eventually seeks a 
religious remedy for this mysterious malady that eats away at his being. That is, neurosis 
becomes interwined with the protagonist’s insatiable hunger for the elusive, marrow-like 
substance, which Des Esseintes interprets as a spiritual/religious problem. As the 
protagonist seeks “originales exstases” through art and literature, “sa faim religieuse 
s’augmentait” (Huysmans 343).  
 
33 Considering the possibility of the protagonist as dandy, note that Des Esseintes’ 
aesthetic preoccupations extend primarily to interior décor rather than to using his own 
body as a fashion plate. That is, he cultivates a private existence for himself, but one 
meant to be displayed not to the common crowd, but to the discerning reader.  
34 This is a reversal of the Enlightenment idea of “reason over sensation.” Here, sensation 




At the end of the novel, we see that Des Esseintes dismisses the doctor 
completely, as a representation of society, as someone for whom the “côté spirituel” is 
non-existent or irrelevant. The problem is not that the doctor cannot address the spiritual 
aspect; rather he seems unaware of its existence altogether. Fundamentally, the doctor is 
the very opposite of an “initié,” lacking an “âme […] assez chantournée”:  
 
Les médecins parlaient d’amusement, de distraction ; et avec qui, et, avec quoi, 
voulaient-ils donc qu’il s’égayât et qu’il se plût ? Est-ce qu’il ne s’était pas mis 
lui-même au ban de la société ? est-ce qu’il connaissait un homme dont 
l’existence essayerait, telle que la sienne, de se reléguer dans la contemplation, de 
se détenir dans le rêve ? est-ce qu’il connaissait un homme capable d’apprécier la 
délicatesse d’une phrase, le subtil d’une peinture, la quintessence d’une idée, un 
homme dont l’âme fût assez chantournée, pour comprendre Mallarmé et aimer 
Verlaine ? (Huysmans 340)  
 
Thus we see the irremediable aspect of Des Esseintes’ illness; he has literally become 
“incapable,” by his own cultivation but also by the inevitability of his neurotic condition, 
of entertaining himself through consumption like the rest of society. The doctors’ remedy 
is therefore doomed at the outset. Des Esseintes cannot call to mind another being who, 
like himself, has sought confinement in “la contemplation” or “le rêve”; that is, he has 
never encountered another “initié” in the flesh and blood. In À Rebours, the possibility of 




never through human contact. The narrator cannot imagine another delicately crafted 
soul, who has devoted his existence to cultivating “sensations superfines,” this ability to 
appreciate and embody the rare originality of art and literature. In this passage, 
appreciation of a work of art is related to “quintessence,” which recalls that movement 
toward a core essence, minimization characterized by subtlety, delicacy, and refinement. 
That Huysmans uses the word “soul”—as opposed to “cervelles” (144) or “esprit” 
(309)— suggests that there is a metaphysical “côté spirituel” that is crucial for 
understanding Mallarmé or for loving Verlaine. Thus this communion between the ideal 
artist and the ideal receiver is just that: fundamentally spiritual. For Des Esseintes, this 
rare experience can occur only through communion with another soul whose “situation 
d’esprit” is “analogue à la sienne” (Huysmans 297). 
The initiated, the refined, and the true artists are connected by neurosis, which, for 
Huysmans, embodies a fundamental spiritual condition linked to the concept of original 
sin. Moreover, Huysmans’ quest for “sensations sublimées” is part of his quest for 
intense spiritual sensations. Ellis Hanson writes: “Demonism and mysticism, sodomy and 
chastity, are placed in dialectical opposition to each other, two different expressions of 
the same longing for the intensity of a spiritual life” (152). For Huysmans, the essence of 
art is an intense sensory and spiritual experience. That is, the spiritual is sensory. Hanson 
describes the protagonist of Là-Bas and what he calls Durtal’s “decadent, we might say 
hysterical, search after an intensity of sensation, whether it be aesthetic, religious, erotic, 
or all three” (Hanson 138). In À Rebours, Des Esseintes’s longing for a spiritual 




artist and ideal receiver: what comprises the “originales exstases.”  
When Huysmans speaks of À Rebours as an unconscious movement toward his 
conversion to Catholicism, it appears that what the narrator hungered for all along was a 
state of decadent intensity, epitomized by oneness with another being. It stands to reason 
that this communion—represented by the nutritive moelle—was a part of what Huysmans 




We have seen that metaphors involving nutritive matter—the core essence of the 
moelle—represent the consumption of literature and art: one’s “diète littéraire.”  As Erich 
Neumann writes in the Origins and History of Consciousness: “The assimilation and 
ingestion of the ‘content,’ the eaten food, produces an inner change. Transformation of 
the body cells through food intake is the most elementary of animal changes experienced 
by man” (31). When one eats, one absorbs and assimilates matter from outside which 
then becomes infused within, effecting a transformation. Likewise, one is shaped and 
formed by the art and literature one ingests. Thus the significance of the moelle is 
twofold: on the one hand, it is the nutritive quality found in certain works capable of 
unhinging/disarming, and as a result emitting novel sensations.  These works engender 
oscillation; they are anything but static. On the other hand, the moelle also represents the 
confluence of qualities that allow for the most intense of “sensations sublimées” sought 




communion of thought-sensations between the magical artist/writer and the being capable 
of absorbing them. 
As we have seen, Des Esseintes takes “high taste”—sophistication, in other 
words—to unprecedented heights.  In Notes on Camp, Sontag cites Des Esseintes as a 
model of camp and dandyism, which, as Rune Grauland argues, “meet on the terrain of 
sophistication” (351). Sontag writes: “The dandy was overbred. His posture was disdain, 
or else ennui. He sought rare sensations, undefiled by mass appreciation” (527). If Des 
Esseintes’s aristocratic decadence is “overbred,” or excessively refined, I wish to 
introduce another concept to this equation: the notion that decadence transforms hyper-
civilized/socialized adults into children, and that sophistication involves a regression to 
childlike naiveté. Perhaps the overly civilized, sensory-nullified, sensation-seeking body 
of Des Esseintes—the classic decadent subject/body that has expired in impotence—must 
move in another direction. That is, this body must return to an original, unconscious state 
characterized by pure sensation (or by pure potential for sensation): that is, a childlike 
state. 
We have asked: at what point does decadence cross that mysterious line into the 
avant-garde, when it turns from novelty to has-been? Likewise, at what point does hyper-
sophistication cross over into a state of childlike un-self-consciousness? 
At Fontenay, Des Esseintes occupies a space of childlike senility. Although our 
protagonist is a thirty-year-old man with seemingly perverse cravings, he becomes a sort 
of child in the private universe he creates, subsisting on food pared down to the most 




experiments. Indeed, these experiments become painstakingly thoughtful modes of 
playing: whether playing with color, playing with the sensations of taste by creating a 
symphony in his mouth, or playing at re-creating a sea voyage in his dining room. 
Moreover, Des Esseintes uses an enema (the ultimate gesture “against nature”), while his 
digestion allows only for childlike purées and essences. Like a child, he appears unable to 
distinguish between his imagination and reality; his journey to “London” takes place on 
the Rue de Rivoli. Des Esseintes re-creates the illusion of a Trappist monastery to evoke 
his childhood with the Jesuits; the novel begins by describing his early years as a strange, 
sickly child. Yet Des Esseintes also commits strange and perverted acts toward children, 
such as in chapter thirteen, when he tells his servant to throw a scrap of decomposed 
bread and cheese to a group of low-class children so they might rip each other apart 
fighting for it. He then insinuates that it would have been better for them if they had not 
been born. Indeed, the incoherence of Des Esseintes’ character, age, and desires is 
undeniable. Is it possible to become so overly sophisticated and hyper refined that one 
reverts to a child-like space of innocence outside of the awareness of social influence 
(that space “loin de nos jours, loin de nos moeurs” (Huysmans 141))? Does decadence 
thus involve a childlike quality that moves toward a core essence of pure sensation? 
In this chapter, I have attempted to articulate Huysmans’ conception of originality 
as the ability to trigger unprecedented sensations. Considering Lloyd’s comparison of 
neurosis to original sin, I ask: if childhood represents a state before the “fall” into 
adolescence, which is associated with a hyper-awareness of the body, then decadence 




child is the embodiment of pure sensation, then the adolescent body/mind is weighed 
down by the awareness of processes of disease/decay wrought from within by the 
mysterious maladies of existence. That is, if the concept of the original involves a “pre-
fall” state (in the case of Catholic discourse, the state of perfect communion with God 
before sin entered the equation), then the state of childhood—in its 
innocence/intensity/lack of awareness—reconfigures and challenges our conceptions of 
decadence. The word decadence (decadere in Latin) means “to fall,” but some aspect of 
decadence aims to achieve this “pre-fall” state, one that negates altogether the fixedness 
of endings/beginnings. That is, rather than visualizing a parabola, where each end of the 
spectrum is fixed, we need to think in terms of a circle that lacks fixed ends/beginnings. 
In the next chapter, I explore the ways in which the notions of taste and 
sophistication involve a counter-intuitive regression into a childlike state of bliss and un-
self-consciousness. I now turn to Nothomb’s representation of decadence: the 





Nothomb’s Anorexic Decadence 
 
Introduction 
Why does the minimalistic figure of an anorexic ballerina—both the epitome of 
strength and the essence of fragility—embody literary Decadence? 
I have argued that decadence involves hovering on the edge of a threshold. In 
Amélie Nothomb’s Robert des noms propres, this threshold lies between several 
oppositions that reappear in what I shall call a decadent fairy tale. The protagonist 
engages in a symbolic choreography, moving back and forth from one opposition to the 
other, reacting against one extreme and turning to another. She plays with tipping points 
and dances on thresholds, often hovering on the edge of catastrophe, pushing bodily 
limitations to their outermost edge. She takes everything “jusqu’au bout” (Nothomb 157). 
I use the phrase jusqu’au bout (Nothomb 157) throughout this chapter to express not only 
the outrageous and the excessive, but also to describe the state of approaching the 
outermost edge of a threshold, or in terms of time, of taking something to the last possible 
second (Nothomb 83). 
Like the protagonist, the structure of the novel itself defies expectations and 
categorizations. In the many references to “contes de fees,” Nothomb seems to invite us 
to consider the novel as a contemporary fairy tale. Can Robert des Noms Propres be 
categorized as such? Throughout the novel, Plectrude seems to inhabit “une autre 
dimension” (Nothomb 67), which begs the question: what “other dimension” does she 




a realistic universe in which elements of the “marvelous” or “supernatural” are 
superimposed? 
Here, we must acknowledge the slipperiness of the terminology of the 
“marvelous” (the fairy tale universe) and the “fantastic.” On the one hand, the novel 
seems to fit within Todorov’s definition in The Fantastic: A Structural Approach to a 
Literary Genre, where the fantastic is a universe that is undecidable: perhaps realist, 
perhaps marvelous. Todorov identifies the genre of the fantastic as the insertion of the 
supernatural into an otherwise realistic universe, which seems to describe much of the 
novel. On the other hand, the novel appears to follow Vladimir Propp’s Morphologie du 
conte, which involves the sequence of 31 specific functions, of which Robert contains at 
least ten. Indeed, what categorizes the “fairy tale” as decadent is that its structure 
straddles the thresholds of genre; in this sense, the novel conforms to the structure and 
definition of the fantastic, which—in its lack of decidability—also parallels my definition 
of decadence, a concept that straddles states and defies categorizations. I argue in this 
chapter that Nothomb plays with genre, subverting and reversing certain aspects—both 
aesthetic and structural—of the fairy tale, thereby making it “decadent” in that the text 
defies the limits of genre in its uncategorizability.  
In the same way that Nothomb plays with genre, she plays with the performative 
power of “magic” words: talismans that have physical weight and even agency. When I 
use the word “performative,” I suggest that when a word is “thrown out” into the universe 
(like the dice in Mallarmé’s Un coup des dès, which I reference later), it has the power to 




“féerie” is defined as a spectacle or play where supernatural characters appear, suggesting 
an inherent theatricality to the performance of fairy tale trajectories.) We might say that 
when spelling words, one performs a spell. I ask: if words are at the center of a work that 
is titled after the Robert dictionary, my own quest is to understand the implications of the 
pared-down quality of Nothomb’s writing—what Anna Kemp calls an “anorexic 
aesthetic” (62)—in this minimalistic novel that embodies, through the figure of an 
anorexic body, excessive minimization. Anna Kemp writes of the novel’s “highly 
controlled, pared-down style” and “godlike mastery of form,” which she argues, are 
“inherent in Robert’s exploitation of the fairy-tale genre, which, like the ballerina, 
achieves transcendence through constraint” (Kemp 58). I take Kemp’s position a step 
further to show how Nothomb achieves “transcendence through constraint,” which 
involves what I term asceticism-within-excess. This becomes a manifestation of 
decadence, wherein the sublime/transcendent is attained not by excess, but by an excess 
of lack. The novel explodes past the limitations of genre while presenting itself as a 
pared-down text, constrained and restrained. Put another way: the novel’s excess lies in 
the transgression of limitations, while its minimization lies in its “anorexic aesthetic.” 
The adherence to specific rules of the fairy tale genre often echo the adherence to 
reiterative rules of ballet, as ballet—like writing— is fundamentally a discipline of 
repetition and re-iteration. In ballet, the same fundamental posture or position—an 
arabesque, for example—will be practiced at the bar during the first ballet lesson and will 
be repeated to the last. In Robert, we encounter various repetitions that make us pause 




sequences and images that evoke a sense of déjà-vu, or of words such as “destin,” a 
concept that is alternately affirmed and undermined throughout the novel. The 
protagonist’s mother Lucette searches her grandfather’s encyclopedia for names with a 
specific power: “On y trouvait des prénoms fantasmagoriques qui présageaient des 
destins hirsutes” (Nothomb 9; emphasis mine). While the word destiny evokes the fixed 
and the predetermined, the word “hirsute” communicates something slightly savage, 
unkempt, and unpredictable. In literally spelling out the name Plectrude, Lucette 
metaphorically casts a spell on her daughter’s future before she is born, signaling to the 
universe that her daughter will straddle a bizarre threshold between the fixedness of 
destiny and the unpredictability of something more unruly, seemingly random, and 
possibly absurd. The book’s title—an unabashed allusion to the Petit Robert—explores 
the powerful spells that words cast while ironically invoking the ordering function of 
language in the dictionary. 
The phrase “destins hirsutes” thus entails one of the crucial binaries in the novel, 
suggesting a tension between hirsute—disorder, chaos, and unruliness—and the 
inevitable order implied in the word destin.  Yet this is simply one of the oppositions 
between which the protagonist moves back and forth in that strange choreography as she 
seeks the transcendent ideal of ballet. I shall explore other such interdependent 
oppositions in this chapter, including excess and asceticism; extreme discipline and 
spinelessness; illimitability and constraints; exceptionality and normality; weightiness 
and lightness; anorexia and flabbiness; the grounded-ness of earth and the transcendence 




(Nothomb 83). Each of these oppositions contains re-iterations of that fundamental binary 
in the novel, which deals with the seeming incompatibility between chaos (the absurd) 
and order (destiny). 
Although the meaning of decadence is rife with nuance and paradox, it certainly 
draws “its meaning from whatever it is set against” (Weir 197). In her ballet, the 
protagonist sets herself against the physics of the universe, defying gravity by attempting 
to take flight. I suggest that decadence is a fundamental defiance that plays with 
limitations by straddling thresholds, and that throughout this decadent fairy tale, 
Nothomb constantly defies categorizations and unhinges expectations, thus creating—
through the figure of the anorexic ballerina—an embodied representation of decadence 
unlike any other in literature thus far. 
 
Section One: Cadavre Exquis 
 
2.1.1 The Monstrosity of Mediocrity 
 
Before I begin my analysis, I provide a brief summary of the plot. The novel 
opens with pregnant, 19-year old Lucette in her eighth hour of insomnia. Because she 
disagrees with the father over the name of her child (Fabien wants to choose a common 
name, whereas Lucette seeks names that evoke the extraordinary), Lucette murders 
Fabien to protect her unborn child from a mediocre name. She goes to prison where she 




testament. Lucette’s sister, Clémence, assumes the role of mother, but the relationship is 
dysfunctional on multiple levels: she treats Plectrude differently than her own daughters, 
dressing her in fairy costumes and feeding her a diet of sugar. Plectrude’s separateness 
extends to all aspects of her existence, including school, where she meets Matthieu 
Saladin and experiences her first adolescent crush. Traumatized by a particular exchange 
with Matthieu, Plectrude enters adolescence and leaves school to attend the ballet school 
L’École des Rats. In the process of training to become a ballerina, she becomes anorexic. 
Her bones decalcify and break, ultimately preventing her from dancing ever again. 
During her recovery, Plectrude gains a modest amount of weight and with it, some 
vitality. Her “mother,” Clémence, is disgusted and calls Plectrude “enormous.” Believing 
that Clémence wants her dead, Plectrude defies her by making a full recovery from 
anorexia. She then becomes a singer/actress. One morning, she decides to commit suicide 
but is intercepted when she coincidentally runs into Matthieu Saladin on her way to jump 
from the Pont des Arts.35 She decides to postpone her suicide to a later date. She and 
Matthieu then kill the author, Amélie Nothomb, and the novel ends with the two 
deliberating over how to dispose of the weight of the author’s dead body: “Amélie ou 
comment s’en débarrasser” (170), an undisguised reference to Ionesco's 1954 play 
Amédée ou comment s'en débarrasser.36 
 
35 The novel also plays with anagrams- the ballet school, the École des RATS is an 
anagram of the Pont des ARTS. 
36 Robert des Noms Propres is a fictionalized biography of the singer RoBERT, whom 
Amélie Nothomb first met in 1997, and for whom Nothomb has written lyrics. 
RoBERT’s music is described as infusing elements of the fairy-like, the gothic, the 




The novel begins with a situation that epitomizes just what decadence aims to 
avoid: mediocrity. Rather than transgressing a moral code based on sin, the ultimate 
crime in Nothomb’s universe is the banal; that is, mediocrity is a form of monstrosity. In 
L’eternelle affammée, Laureline Amanieux writes that throughout Nothomb’s work, “Le 
mal, c’est le banal, le facile, le triste et pesant” (231), questioning whether “le véritable 
monstre n’est pas plutôt celui qui subsiste dans la médiocrité” (213). The first page of the 
novel opens in a bizarre manner that defines this mediocrity: pregnant Lucette, having 
decided to become a wife and mother at nineteen years old, realizes in her eighth hour of 
insomnia that what was supposed to have been a fairy tale life ended up missing the 
mark: “Peu à peu, les choses étaient devenues moins féeriques” (Nothomb 8). Here, the 
evocation of “féerique” demonstrates the sublime ideal that is often hounded and 
adulterated by mediocrity and normality. If decadence involves seeking states that are not 
“normal” by typical standards, as noted above, the novel can be described as a decadent 
fairy tale.  
This “missing of the mark”—the crime that Lucette’s husband Fabien is guilty of 
committing — is that of being normal. I refer to the ancient Greek word hamartia, which 
connotes an “error” or “bad shot,” but is often employed in the sense of sin. Although the 
notions of sin and crime are frequently used interchangeably, “sin” involves religious 
undertones, while “crime” connotes a breaking of the law, against the system set in place. 
Thus “crime” is not strictly moral. In this amoral fairy tale universe that Lucette 
establishes, passive mediocrity is the chief crime one can commit, a distinction that will 




murder, or active crime. Lucette believes that although Fabien owns a gun, he would 
never use it in a way that is not mediocre: “La seule chose qui n’était pas médiocre en lui, 
c’était son revolver, mais il n’en aurait jamais fait qu’un usage médiocre” (Nothomb 18-
19). The gun here is neutral; its usage determines its mediocrity. That is, Fabien cannot 
escape his own mediocrity. In Robert, questions of traditional morality are displaced by 
the aesthetics of mediocrity and their antithesis. 
 If Fabien is mediocre and unexceptional, Lucette aims for nothing less than the 
exceptional and the sublime.37 Lucette’s chagrin comes when she realizes that Fabien is 
 
37 Throughout this chapter, I use the word sublime in a way that is different from the 
Romantic Sublime, and in particular, different from Edmund Burke’s definition, which 
involves something from the outside having the capacity to induce a mental state, often of 
smallness: “whatever is fitted in any sort to excite the ideas of pain and danger, that is to 
say, whatever is in any sort terrible, or is conversant about terrible objects, or operates in 
a manner analogous to terror, is a source of the sublime” (37). However, for Burke, 
infinity is another source of the sublime, and in Robert, we do encounter a Romantic 
sense of “smallness” or “fragility” in the face of infinity (such as when Plectrude 
becomes aware of her short life situated between the centuries that have preceded her and 
those that will follow: the “infinity” that she will never be a part of). When I use the word 
sublime throughout this chapter, my meaning is closer to that of George Bataille, whose 
use of the sublime concerns the transgression of limits, and the approach of thresholds 
between life and death.  
Yet the general definition of the word sublime—which evokes the notion of flight 
and soaring, along with connotations of the transcendent, the consummate, and the 
absolute — applies to my argument, as it is fundamentally related to the idea of the 
fragility of life, captured by the title of Milan Kundera’s novel The Unbearable Lightness 
of Being. Life is short, fleeting, and light. In the New Testament, life is compared to a 
vapor that appears for a little while and then vanishes away (James 4:14). Considering 
this comparison between vapor and fragility, we must examine the etymology of the word 
“sublime” and its relationship to vaporization. The OED defines sublime as a verb: “To 
prepare, extract, or purify (a substance) by causing it to be given off as vapour when the 
solid is heated, the vapour then condensing on a cool surface as a solid.” The process of 
sublimation concerns the ability to cause vapor to rise, or elevate. Sublime is thus defined 
relatedly: “Of flight: soaring, ascending,” speaking to the idea of transcendence and 





normal: “Maintenant, elle voyait que Fabien n’était pas à la hauteur. C’était un garçon 
normal” (Nothomb 8). Lucette, on the other hand, seeks unmitigated intensity: “Elle 
voulait que la vie soit forte et dense. Ne fallait-il pas être folle pour vouloir autre chose ? 
Elle voulait que chaque jour, chaque année, lui apporte le maximum” (Nothomb 8). That 
she desires each moment to bring the absolute maximum suggests the desire to reach an 
outer limit, to achieve the highest possible intensity. The adjective “dense” invokes a 
material quality; the word can mean thick, but it can also signify “packed” and 
“concentrated.” I argue that the notion of a pure concentration of energy is central to 
Nothomb’s work, and that it entails this aspect of density that is fundamental to my 
definition of decadence. For Nothomb, “l’absolu se trouve dans un concentré d’énergie 
autant que dans un concentré d’enfance” (Amanieux 260). Like childhood, sugar 
represents a concentration of pure energy; in Biographie de la Faim, Nothomb suggests 
that if God ate, he would eat sugar (32).  In Robert, certain states—such as childhood— 
represent a concentrated state of absoluteness. This density involves a consummate 
intensity, which contrasts with the extremely low intensity we encounter later in the 
novel, as the anorexic Plectrude reduces her caloric intake and her energy output to a bare 
minimum. Lucette seeks the intensity of these concentrated states, and when Fabien hints 
that she might be crazy (i.e. not normal), she responds with her own definition of 
madness: that is, not wanting anything less than sublime. This question of 
density/intensity introduces a central dichotomy in the novel: the idea of maximum as 
opposed to bare minimum, and therefore the question of outer limits and thresholds.  
 
the sublime states of fragility and lightness at their outermost edge, embodying that 




2.1.2 Cadavres Exquis 
 
In her fairy tale universe in which the mediocre displaces the notion of evil, 
Lucette must save her unborn child from her mediocre husband. The determining factor 
of Fabien’s mediocrity is his choice of normal names such as “Joëlle” or “Tanguy.” 
Lucette, as mentioned in the introduction, seeks out names that communicate “unruly 
destinies” (Nothomb 9). She begins to scribble names such as “Eleuthère” and 
“Lutegarde” on pieces of paper, names she has found in her grandfather’s library in an 
encyclopedia from the nineteenth century. Yet these names, divorced from their original 
context, are cryptic and incomprehensible for everyone else: “Personne ne comprenait le 
sens de ces cadavres exquis” (Nothomb 9). These “cadavres” are emptied of life because 
they are abandoned from their original meaning: the same words that held signification 
for the author (Lucette) hold no meaning for those who later discover these names 
scribbled on scraps of paper, suggesting that all words are “cadavres exquis” once they 
are divorced from the intended meaning of the author or speaker. Moreover, “cadavres 
exquis” also refers to a game invented by surrealists and often attributed to André Breton. 
Typically, a collection of words or images is assembled by a group of players, who add to 
the sequence based on certain rules and parameters. This word game experiments with 
the power of words to trigger other words and thoughts, even if the sequence that results 
is random or nonsensical, suggesting a type of logic to the disarray. Do words have the 
power to “cause” other words to rise to the surface? Is causality at play, or is the 




order—reappears throughout the novel. 
Once Lucette is dead, the protagonist retains her strange name, which inherently 
contains social meaning through its defiance of the “common,” but this name is 
disassociated from the original context of her mother’s intentions in naming her 
Plectrude. In Social Space and Symbolic Power, Bourdieu discusses the act of naming as 
being part of social recognition, what he calls “the performative power of designation, of 
naming” (23). Lucette wants to name her daughter something extraordinary to signal to 
society that her daughter is extraordinary. Does her very name cause Plectrude to take—
or perform— a path leading to exceptionality? Nothomb plays with the act of naming and 
its potential power to trigger actions and reactions. 
 If words are magical in the fairy tale universe, the naming of Lucette’s child 
becomes paramount. This collection of bizarre and incomprehensible names indicates 
that Lucette is attempting to decree her unborn child’s destiny before birth. Feeling the 
baby move, she smiles at the thought of her child’s “exceptional” future: “son petit était 
déjà exceptionnel [… ] Ce sera un danseur ou une danseuse, avait-elle décrété, la tête 
pleine de rêves” (Nothomb 9-10). Thus we see the protagonist’s destiny as a dancer is 
determined from before the beginning. To ensure her child’s anomalous future, Lucette 
murders Fabien during his sleep and even demands that she be taken to the police station 
rather than to the hospital. To herself, she explains:  
J’ai eu raison de tuer Fabien. Il n’était pas mauvais, il était médiocre [….] Vouloir 
appeler son enfant Tanguy ou Joëlle, c’est vouloir lui offrir un monde médiocre, 




que mon enfant ne se sente limité par rien, je veux que son prénom lui suggère un 
destin hors norme. (Nothomb 18-19)  
 
This passage shows Lucette’s awareness of the performative nature of language; an 
exceptional name will automatically trigger an unimaginable destiny. Rather than 
limiting the subject, this name will render her child limitless. Thus we see a tension 
between finite limitations and the very ideal of infinity, which is not bound by time or 
space but rather offers endless possibilities in an absence of prescribed social codes of 
behavior. As we shall see, the unborn child becomes a symbol of illimitability as a 
ballerina, considering that ballet is fundamentally a trick concerning limitations, a 
simulation of escaping limits. The dancer uses the extreme discipline and limitation of the 
body in order to portray the illusion of illimitability: what appears as a defiance of 
gravity.  
Lucette believes that an exceptional name will not only protect her child’s future 
from any possible restraints, but will also function as a fairytale talisman. When 
questioned by the police as to why she murdered her husband, she responds: “pour 
protéger mon bébé” (Nothomb 17). By choosing the name Plectrude, Lucette believes 
two things: first, that the name will signal to others that her daughter is exceptional: “ça 
préviendra les gens qu’elle est exceptionnelle” (Nothomb 20). Second, the name will 
function as literal physical protection. When her sister Clémence claims that the bizarre 
name will be problematic for the child, arguing that Plectrude could be exceptional even 




“Marie, ça ne protège pas: cette fin rude, ça sonne comme un bouclier” (Nothomb 20). 
The end of Plectrude’s name, the sound “rude,” is protective, like a shield; thus the name 
becomes a source of power. Moreover, the Petit Robert also defines the word “rude” as 
“redoubtable,” showing the fearful, formidable aspect of Plectrude’s name. Yet the word 
“rude” also evokes the antisocial, and Plectrude’s “separateness” from others — an 
aspect of the reclusive or abnormal — soon becomes apparent.  
The spelling of the name “Plectrude” becomes a corporeal body, one with 
muscles. The name contains the sound “ect,” which is also found in the words protection 
and a pectoral muscle, as if Plectrude will possess a certain muscle to be exercised: “Ce 
début de Plectrude, ça fait penser à un pectoral: ce prénom est un talisman” (Nothomb 
20). The allusion to a pectoral muscle shows that in giving her daughter a name, she is 
giving her daughter a physical ballet-ready body, signifying the very physicality of words 
themselves. Nothomb herself has suggested that words are more substantive than reality; 
she writes in her semi-autobiographical novel Une Forme de Vie: “Le langage est pour 
moi le plus haut degré de réalité” (137). Amanieux comments on the materiality of 
Nothomb’s language: “Nothomb choisit une rhétorique de l’excès. Elle cherche à 
redonner au mot la puissance de la matière, à rendre à la réalité sa substance dans le mot, 
dans une dynamique d’incarnation” (289-290). Words are not only material; they are 
physical. In Attentat, Nothomb writes: “Rien n’est plus physique que les mots” (151). In 
Nothomb’s corps of work, words are substantive “bodies” in and of themselves; thus the 
centrality of proper names is unsurprising. That the name is a talisman reveals that it is 




talisman is symbolic, magical, and divine, communicating immutability. Moreover, it 
cannot be easily destroyed because it is protected, but it must also be endowed (by its 
creator) with magical powers. In this reading, Lucette is the creator and fairy of the tale; 
in decreeing the name Plectrude, she endows her unborn child with superhuman abilities, 
as if casting a spell. 38 Once again, Lucette seeks to transcend limitations (her own and 
those of her unborn child), which is a form of excess traditionally associated with 
decadence. Yet, as we shall see, Nothomb transforms the excessive nature of Lucette’s 
actions into a form of decadence embodied by lack. 
When her sister Clémence protests the name Plectrude yet again, Lucette says: “Je 
suis en prison, je suis privée de mes droits. La seule liberté qui me reste consiste à 
appeler mon enfant comme je veux” (Nothomb 21).39 This final liberty to name takes on 
a supernatural significance. Once Lucette accomplishes it, she hangs herself in her cell, 
leaving nothing but one testament of her life: “Au matin, on retrouva son cadavre léger. 
Elle n’avait laissé aucune lettre, aucune explication. Le prénom de sa fille, sur lequel elle 
avait insisté, lui tint lieu de testament” (Nothomb 21; emphasis mine). Lucette’s “cadavre 
léger” evokes the “cadavre exquis” above, in which the act (or word) has been divorced 
from the intentionality of the actor (or author). No suicide note or explanation is 
 
38 This can also be considered from a feminist perspective. The father’s body cannot be 
the primary creating force of the child; it can endow the child with socially-symbolic 
agency or personhood only through naming. Yet Lucette eradicates the father’s 
“contribution” to the child in taking over the naming. 
39As opposed to North American culture, where it is acceptable and often stylish to 
choose atypical names, this is generally not the case in France. Jean-Benoît Nadeau and 
Julie Barlow write that, whereas North Americans are “willing to cut some slack when it 
comes to not ‘conforming…’ Not the French. They pretty much agree that you should 
avoid anything that keeps you from fitting in. One of the most outstanding examples is in 




necessary for Lucette’s action; all is contained in the last will—that is, the last 
“testament” after her death— of the name Plectrude, already a body and a talisman.  
Although Lucette is obsessed with the idea of infinity and illimitability, she must 
sacrifice her own freedom to give her child a future without restraints. Her willing 
confinement in jail, her subsequent suicide that equates to a willful limiting of her earthly 
life, is justified by the bestowing of “infinity” upon her child. Ironically, the same mother 
who wanted to protect her child from limitations and mediocrity gave birth to her in a 
prison cell, a very concrete symbol of confinement and lack of liberty. Thus we see that 
the goal of “infinity” or “transcendence” at the heart of the novel requires an extreme—
possibly the ultimate—self-limitation through suicide.  
Everything that Lucette does can be viewed as a protest against the banality and 
mediocrity of what is considered normal. Considering the idea of “protest,” the illness of 
anorexia, which becomes central to the novel’s decadence, sometimes manifests as a 
mode of protestation. That is, the refusal of food sometimes involves the refusal of the 
common or the socially acceptable, such as in the case of suffragettes in turn-of-the-
century England who went on “hunger strikes.” As we examine Lucette’s “abnormal” 
behavior and her seemingly “insane” protests against mediocrity, we must consider the 
problem of psychological illness and its relationship to decadence, in which sickness is 
often a type of health, and health is a type of sickness. When Lucette goes to prison, she 
refuses the help of a lawyer because she knows that it would be useless to explain her 
actions to a socially sanctioned normal or sane person: “Il l’eût prise pour une folle, 




bouclerait” (Nothomb 18). Lucette is clearly aware that she is perceived as insane. After 
her suicide, Clémence’s husband Denis questions whether they (as Lucette’s new parents) 
should follow Lucette’s decree by calling the baby by the name Plectrude, saying: “Ta 
sœur était folle,” to which Clémence responds: “Non. Ma sœur était fragile” (Nothomb 
24-25). The word “fragile” speaks to both mental and physical fragility, and foreshadows 
the later fragility of Plectrude’s anorexic body, which, in decadent fashion, will confound 
the simplistic binaries of strength and weakness.40  
In the nineteenth century decadent consciousness, health becomes a type of 
perversity or vulgarity, and sickness a catalyst for artistic creation. In Decadence: the Life 
of an Epithet, Richard Gillman writes that in Baudelaire’s time, “health was therefore a 
type of sickness to the creative person, a sterility for which the cure was thought to be 
corruption and excess” (92). Diemo Landgraf writes:  
In contrast to naturalism, decadence literature is no longer interested in a literary-
scientific ‘exploration’ of genetic (pre) determination of human character traits 
and behavior. Rather, it draws upon phenomena of inheritance in order to question 
the bourgeois ideals of health (sanity) and normalcy. Particular emphasis is placed 
on the question of to what extent physical and psychological degeneration may 
 
40 If decadence sets itself against the banal and the mediocre (i.e. the socially “normal”) 
then it is important to examine how Lucette’s “insanity” is socially determined. 
According to Foucault’s discourse on normalizing judgment and definitions of madness, 
social norms determine what is considered “abnormal” and who is considered “mad.” 
According to Denis and to the lawyer who examines the murder, Lucette is clearly 
abnormal and mad. In this way, Nothomb’s work develops what Amanieux calls “une 
esthétique de la transgression des norms” (261), which entails a juxtaposition of the 
“normal” (the “easy”) as opposed to the more resistant path to exceptionality. In 
Nothomb’s fairy tale universe, Lucette’s abnormality and madness prevail over the 




not weaken, but sharpen the powers of the intellect, that is, how an aberration 
from the biological norm might be accompanied by a refinement of intellectual 
and artistic capabilities. (159) 
 
Referring to Baudelaire’s stance on the Dandy, Gillman writes that “the entire [decadent] 
effort was sustained by and enveloped in a mood of unyielding opposition to what he 
called vulgarity, the too easily known, the obtusely healthy, the crassly secular and 
optimistic” (86). In the decadent framework, “health” becomes a type of insensitivity, 
while mental fragility entails a creative force.   
Before Lucette becomes a murderess-creator, the opening line of the novel sets 
her up as an aberration from “normal” society and stereotypical notions of health/balance: 
“Lucette en était à sa huitième heure d’insomnie” (Nothomb 7). Lucette’s insomnia—that 
she remains “awake” when everyone else is asleep—recalls the case of Des Esseintes, 
whose circadian rhythms are opposite to that of society. He eats supper at around 5 am. 
This opposition to “normal” circadian rhythms evokes the anti-social undertones of 
decadence. Yet this “anti-social,” violent behavior is somehow fundamentally intertwined 
with the process of creation: what compels Lucette to murder her husband, to commit 
suicide, and to sacrifice herself to produce an exceptional being. Through excessive, 
abnormal acts Lucette creates a work of art, embodied by the figure of the ballerina. 
(Here, I read Lucette as the artist, and the ballerina Plectrude as her creation). That is, the 







In her artistic creation of the child, we have seen that Lucette casts a kind of spell 
in bestowing the talismanic name of Plectrude. The power of this spell is transmitted 
through Plectrude’s body, and specifically, through her eyes: “Ses yeux immenses et 
magnifiques disaient à Clémence et à Denis: ‘Aimez-moi ! Votre destin est de m’aimer ! 
Je n’ai que huit semaines, mais je n’en suis pas moins un être grandiose!’” (Nothomb 23). 
Plectrude’s eyes literally command the love of her parents and are thus linked to her 
destiny. Later in the novel, we learn that “cette petite a des yeux de danseuse” (Nothomb 
40), eyes being what the teacher says are the most important and rare aspect of being a 
dancer. When Plectrude dances, “Les yeux…atteignait… une intensité extraordinaire” 
(Nothomb 40). Lastly, Plectrude makes other children at school cry with her gaze and 
even gets expelled for it: “Elle fait pleurer les autres enfants rien qu’en les regardant 
fixement” (Nothomb 30). The intensity of Plectrude’s eyes transmits the power of 
Lucette’s spell, mapping out the protagonist’s destiny as a ballerina. Even when her 
ballet-body deteriorates, her eyes retain this intensity. 
We see the realization of Lucette’s spell manifested most intensely in the 
relationship between the protagonist and her adoptive “Wicked Stepmother” Clémence, 
who transfers her amour fou for her deceased sister Lucette onto Plectrude: “Clémence, 
qui avait follement aimé sa sœur défunte, reporta sur Plectrude cette passion. Elle ne 
l’aima pas plus que ses deux enfants: elle l’aima différemment” (Nothomb 23-24). From 




(Nothomb 67), and she is loved “differently.” Nothomb’s language evokes a somewhat 
Calvinistic idea of divine election, as if Plectrude has been chosen or predestined for a 
more fantastic universe. As I shall discuss later, Nothomb calls friendship the supreme 
luxury of childhood because a friend is “chosen” (59), indicating that choosing (or being 
chosen) carries sacred significance. 
When she is with Plectrude, Clémence purposefully sanctifies an alternate 
universe for herself and for Plectrude in devising an atmosphere “féerique,” which 
includes objects, music, costumes, and food set apart for “enfants de contes de fées” 
(Nothomb 35). Clémence literally sets the stage for the fairy tale with props and 
costumes. First, Clémence dresses Plectrude up in fairy-tale fashion: “Elle déshabillait 
ensuite la petite et la revêtait de la robe de princesse qu’elle lui avait achetée en cachette” 
(Nothomb 32). Other mothers at school comment on the bizarre nature of Plectrude’s 
clothing, implying that she looks like “un animal de cirque” (Nothomb 36). That she 
bought these costumes in secret further underlines the exclusive communion between 
Plectrude and Clémence, the knowledge of which is shared by no other family member. 
She then surrounds Plectrude with various objects that she calls “les choses de 
princesse…les objets qui…avaient été élus comme nobles, magnifiques, insolites, rares—
dignes, enfin, d’être admirés par une aussi auguste personne” (Nothomb 32-33; emphasis 
mine). Just as in the case of a talisman, objects in fairy tales often contain supernatural 
powers, such as enchanted mirrors or rings that make it possible to transport from one 
space to another. Once again, we encounter that element of “election” in that these 




for Plectrude’s theatrical performance. 
Considering the influence of Ionesco and the Theater of the Absurd later in the 
novel, as well as the theatrical suicide “attempt” at the end, it would seem that the fairy 
“universe” takes part in a separate “theatrical” universe. Indeed, the Petit Robert defines 
the word “féerie—mentioned in the introduction—” as a “pièce de théâtre, spectacle où 
paraissent des personnages surnaturels (fées, enchanteurs).”41 Likewise, ballet itself is a 
type of theatrical performance, and we soon discover that Plectrude lives each moment of 
her life like a choreographed dance. That is, Plectrude inhabits her own private theatrical 
dimension, and it would seem that she never ceases performing her fairy tale. 
The presence of the other two sisters serves as a foil to the bizarre stage set that 
Plectrude and Clémence inhabit; it is when they leave, when Clémence is in the presence 
of Plectrude alone, that she transforms, revealing the fairy costumes bought in secret. Yet 
these stepsisters are not wicked; rather, they are normal, synonymous with “mediocre.” 
That is, a new opposition replaces the traditional moral framework of good “versus” evil: 
the mediocre and banal “versus” the féerique. When the sisters come home from school, 
Clémence is jolted back into reality, realizing that she has neglected her “normal” 
maternal duties. The archetypal “wicked stepmother” exhibits “l’amour sage et solide 
pour Nicole et Béatrice, fou et féerique pour Plectrude” (Nothomb 39). Plectrude and 
 
41 There is certainly a case to be made that Robert des noms propres should be read 
alongside the Petit Robert dictionary, as a sort of companion tool (presumably the Robert 
dictionary because it is the most iconic dictionary of the French language). In the novel, 
words translate to actions (the name Plectrude as the primary example). George Bataille 
writes that “a dictionary begins when it no longer gives the meaning of words, but their 
tasks” (qtd. in Hegarty 143). Moreover, Nothomb maintains that her writing is inspired 
by the figure of the verb, citing a fascination with the transitive verb as her reason for 




Clémence’s private dimension is further constructed through the choice of music and 
food that Clémence serves: 
 
Elle mettait de la “musique de princesse” (Tchaïkovski, Prokofiev) et préparait un 
goûter d’enfant en guise de déjeuner: pain d’épice, gâteaux au chocolat, 
chaussons aux pommes, biscuits aux amandes, flan à la vanille, avec pour 
boissons du cidre doux et du sirop d’orgeat… c’est un repas pour enfants de conte 
de fées. (34-35) 
 
Not only is the nature of this meal completely devoid of basic nutrition, Clémence would 
never have authorized this type of food for her two older daughters (Nothomb 35), 
indicating that Plectrude occupies an alternate space outside of normalcy.42 Finally, that 
Clémence prepares nothing but sugary foods recalls, yet again, the pursuit of that state of 
density inherent to decadence. Sugar contains energy in its most concentrated form, 
recalling the “maximum” that Lucette sought from each moment. If God would only 
subsist on sugar, as suggested in Biographie de la Faim, then we might say that the 
divinity is a matter of density. 
In addition to being nourished on a concentrated source of energy (sugar), we see 
that Plectrude, although constituted of a single body, simultaneously embodies a 
multiplicity of essences. Clémence gives Plectrude a mirror so that she recognizes herself 
 
42 Textually, we might consider fairy tales themselves as being “abnormal” in comparison 
to realist texts. Conversely, realist texts would seem “abnormal” in comparison to fairy 
tales or works containing elements of the marvelous or the fantastic. Thus “abnormality” 




as an eternal icon:  
 
La petite regardait son reflet dans le miroir: au cœur du cerclage de dorures, elle 
découvrait une reine de trois ans, une prêtresse chamarrée, une fiancée persane le 
jour de ses noces, une sainte byzantine posant pour une icône. En cette image 
insensée d’elle-même, elle se reconnaissait. (34)  
 
Nothomb uses the word “insensée” to describe Plectrude’s image, suggesting that it is 
devoid of sense or meaning, which foreshadows elements of the Theater of the Absurd 
that we encounter later in the text. Yet the word “insensée” also connotes insanity or 
mental instability, reminding us of her mother Lucette’s madness and her desire to imbue 
her daughter with a “destin hirsute”: something unpredictable, unruly, and above all, 
illimitable. Furthermore, each of these images shares an aspect of immutability, 
representing a universal icon: a Persian bride, a colorful priestess, a Byzantine saint. That 
Plectrude recognizes herself in each of these unique images indicates that they are 
superimposed onto her own ego, seemingly filling a void that was already rooted in her, 
as if her physical body were a blank slate. Plectrude later says, “à la place de l’âme j’ai 
une carence” (Nothomb 161).  
In my reading, I assert that Plectrude is not only, as Anna Kemp suggests, a 
“disembodied construct” (58), but that she embodies a multiplicity of essences. Here, we 
might consider the question of subjectivity and individuality in relation to Lacan’s mirror 




(represented through an outside object, such as a mirror). This recognition brings about 
the awareness of an “I,” and this ego is therefore dependent upon the “other”. What we 
see in this passage, however, is that Plectrude recognizes herself in each of these three 
iconic figures.  All three of these “eternal” icons are manifest in/through her, and she 
does not simply represent them, she becomes them concurrently. I posit that the novel’s 
recurrent references to “l’infini qui était en elle” (Nothomb 100) speak to this multiplicity 
of essences in Plectrude, in that physically, the ballerina embodies and reflects the 
essence of each of these eternal icons at once. Yet structurally, Plectrude (as text) is still 
formed by social constructions, the fairy tale code. 
In addition to becoming various essences, Plectrude becomes the single “essence” 
of the fairy tale. Plectrude recognizes herself as the very physical incarnation of a fairy 
tale, noticing that: “Elle était belle comme les gravures que l’on trouvait dans les livres de 
contes de fées” (Nothomb 34). Plectrude is the living manifestation of her deceased 
mother’s imagination, and this specific moment of recognition insinuates that Plectrude 
actually watches herself fulfilling her destiny of transcendence, which culminates in her 
ability to transcend gravity as a ballerina. It is Clémence, however, who literally brings 
about Plectrude’s self-recognition (in giving her the mirror) and who sees to it that 
Plectrude occupies this fairy tale world, this “autre dimension” (Nothomb 67), indicating 
that Clémence is actively “directing” Plectrude’s destiny at this point in the novel. This 
brings up the question: who is the metteur en scène of this fairy tale, which seems to be 
staged—with props and costumes—like a play?  




actually fulfilling—through performance—what Lucette’s spell had already decreed. It is 
the synergy between Clémence and Plectrude, which becomes a sacred union, that 
activates the power of the spell that is contained in Plectrude’s eyes: “Sous le regard fixe 
de l’enfant, la jeune femme de vingt-huit ans laissait sortir de son sein la fée de seize ans 
et la sorcière de dix mille ans qui y étaient contenues” (Nothomb 31-32). This passage 
implies that Clémence is under the influence of Plectrude’s eyes, which cause her to 
morph into a witch:  “…elle se métamorphosait en une autre personne. Elle devenait le 
composé de fée et de sorcière que la présence exclusive de Plectrude révélait en elle” 
(Nothomb 31). Again, it is Plectrude’s eyes that unleash this bizarre communion, and 
Clémence fulfills the strange prophecy and performs under the influence of Lucette’s 
spell. 
 
2.1.4 Insolence Aristocratique 
 
Plectrude’s exceptionality is seen both in her successes and in her failures; that is, 
even her failures are elevated to a status of distinction. Unable to read, Plectrude fails her 
“cours préparatoire,” which Clémence views as an affirmation that she has been chosen 
in the sense of a religious sanctification: “un débile mentale, elle prendrait cela comme 
un signe d’élection” (Nothomb 64). Clémence considers her academic failure “une 
audace, une insolence aristocratique” (Nothomb 49).43 Even her failures become noble 
 
43 This “insolence aristocratique” again recalls Des Esseintes, who, despite being a 
member of the aristocracy, aims to separate himself from not only the common and banal, 




and even heroic. Critics have noted the theme of heroic failure in Nothomb’s work, likely 
inspired by the writer’s early childhood in Japan, and in particular, “l’éthique japonaise 
des samouraïs” (Amanieux 71), a Japanese tradition of sacrifice that privileges “vivre et 
mourir dans la beauté et la dignité” (Amanieux 71). In particular, the Japanese aesthetic 
of seppuku—suicide by disembowelment, in which samurais would commit a spectacular 
and honorable suicide rather than surrendering to the enemy—is particularly influential. 
Plectrude’s academic failures and, later, her near-death experiences, are aesthetic 
spectacles, just like the seppuku suicides. Ultimately, in each of the aforementioned 
scenarios, a sense of dignity is at stake. Plectrude’s failures render her even more 
dignified.  
Plectrude—previously unable to read—goes from an exceptional “dunce” to an 
exceptional “genius” when she suddenly begins reading fairy tale books: “Ce fut un choc 
dans la vie de l’enfant: elle n’avait jamais été aussi émerveillée qu’en découvrant ces 
princesses trop magnifiques pour toucher terre” (Nothomb 52). “Ne pas toucher terre” is 
the goal of ballet, which is to fly; in Robert, this “transe de l’envol” (Nothomb 129) 
characterizes the “autre dimension” (Nothomb 67) that Plectrude inhabits. In the 
dimension of fairy tales, the same girl who could not identify a single letter becomes a 
prodigy within two days, mystifying her teacher. Her parents conclude that the solution 
was to give her “un livre assez beau” (Nothomb 54) in place of a banal textbook, because 
the beautiful, engraved books triggered desire: “Comme quoi il n’est qu’une clef pour 
accéder au savoir, c’est le désir” (Nothomb 53). From this point on, Plectrude is known 




In the semi-biographical novel Métaphysique des tubes, we see how pleasure is 
the catalyst for extraordinary feats. The baby Nothomb, previously referred to by her 
parents as “la Plante,” discovers pleasure by tasting sugar: “La délectation rend humble et 
admiratif envers ce qui l’a rendue possible, le plaisir éveille l’esprit et le pousse tant à la 
virtuosité qu’à la profondeur. C’est une si puissante magie qu’à défaut de volupté, l’idée 
de volupté suffit” (Métaphysique 34). Nothomb is awoken from her state of passive non-
being by her desire for pleasure, thus becoming an active participant in life and claiming 
her own subjectivity. Likewise, desire for beauty is what triggers Plectrude to engage 
with the world and to begin reading.  In this sense, we recall the discussion of Jean Paul 
Richard’s “gourmand anorexique,” in which the anorexic persistently maintains a hunger 
for desire. That is, anorexia represents a desire for desire itself. In Métaphysique, sugar 
awakens desire, the baby Nothomb is thus awakened from slumber. 
In addition to the idea that the desire for beauty arouses Plectrude’s mental 
capabilities, Plectrude’s so-called “genius” is important to examine further because it 
reveals: 1) the alternate space that she occupies outside of “reality” and 2) the alternate 
standards of “normal” that are applied to her. When she fails a math exam, the teacher 
falls under her spell, assuming that she must be correct in her own dimension: “Sa 
réputation de génie la précédait: quand le professeur voyait l’incongruité de ses résultats 
en mathématiques, il en concluait que l’enfant avait peut-être raison dans une autre 
dimension”  (Nothomb 67). This passage is ambiguous in that it could refer to Plectrude’s 
previously discussed fairy-tale dimension, or it may refer to another dimension in 




evaluate Plectrude are not applied to anyone else, which seems to operate, in this case, to 
her advantage. Yet we find that Plectrude is not “allowed” to be normal, especially not in 
the eyes of Clémence; later in the novel, Plectrude is called “obese” at the same weight at 
which her sister Béatrice is considered “normal” (Nothomb 111). These separate 
standards of “normality”—those imposed by her mother but also those imposed by the 
laws of nature or mathematics—operate alternately to her advantage and to her 
disadvantage, for her demise and for her protection. Lastly, Plectrude’s own body seems 
to defy laws of physics. When Plectrude later becomes skeletally thin, she does not 
resemble typical anorexics or lose her beauty: “Même à trente-cinq kilos, elle ne 
ressemblait pas à ces cadavres dont les professeurs louaient la maigreur” (Nothomb 130). 
Moreover, her very corporeality defies the laws of gravity: “Sa légèreté insultait aux lois 
de la pesanteur” (Nothomb 69). Plectrude’s physical lightness is an insult to the laws of 
nature, which brings to mind that “insolence” or “defiance” characteristic of decadence, a 
refusal to accept the normal. Just as she is above academic failure, Plectrude is elevated 
above the laws of physics and gravity. As we see throughout this analysis, the fact that 
Plectrude’s body does not succumb to physical laws is the very thing that nearly brings 
about her death, yet also what ends up saving her life. In the same way, the name 
Plectrude—which destines her to defy the laws of nature through ballet—nearly kills her 





2.1.5 Charm of the Androgyne 
 
 Plectrude gambles with the very limits and thresholds that the realist universe 
imposes. These thresholds occupy an elusive space between life and death, between 
childhood and adolescence, and between sleep and consciousness. One pivotal scene in 
the novel—the snowman scene—represents a state of being at the edge of a delicate 
space between childhood and adolescence. At ten years old, Plectrude is at the height of 
the glory of childhood: “Elle était au sommet de son règne” (Nothomb 70). This divine 
reign of childhood is best illustrated through her relationship with her friend Roselyne, 
who chooses Plectrude, and for whom the protagonist represents “l’idéal absolu” (58). 
Friendship is characterized as the apex of luxury because it represents that sacred 
“election”: “L’ami…est celui qui le choisit….L’amitié est donc pour l’enfant le luxe 
suprême” (Nothomb 59). In Nothomb’s work, friendship is often described in vocabulary 
evoking the religious or the sacred. As Amanieux puts it: “Amitiés miroirs, amitiés 
mystiques, où chacun porte un culte à l’autre divinisé, amitiés fusionnelles sont autant de 
variations louées par la romancière. L’amitié, comme l’amour, est élévée au rang 
d’Absolu” (227-228). In particular, the absence of sexual encumbrance renders childhood 
friendship innocent and sublime. That is, the lightness of childhood equates to the 
absence of the burden of sex and gender. In Robert, Plectrude and Roselyne play 
together, sleep together, and pretend to marry each other several times, switching 
genders. The friendship between the two girls—devoid of the burdens of adolescence and 




childhood, that same weightless euphoria that ballet seeks. 
The snowman scene manifests the culmination of this sublime friendship, in 
which thresholds are approached and boundaries are pushed to their outermost limit. 
Instead of building a snowman, Plectrude is the snowman, becoming a direct instrument 
of the idea. She buries herself in the whiteness, waiting until the very last second—as she 
almost exits her body through hypothermia—for Roselyne to save her: “Faire un 
bonhomme de neige, c’est trop facile… il faut devenir un bonhomme de neige” 
(Nothomb 73). Like a ballerina as the pure embodiment of artistic creation, Plectrude 
chooses to become the ideal of the snowman:  
 
Le gisant, lui, exultait. Il avait gardé les yeux ouverts, comme les morts avant 
l’intervention d’un tiers. En se couchant par terre, il avait abandonné son corps: il 
s’était désolidarisé de la sensation glaciale et de la peur physique d’y laisser sa 
peau. Il n’était plus qu’un visage soumis aux forces du ciel. Sa féminité d’enfant 
de dix ans n’était pas présente, non qu’elle fût encombrante: le gisant n’avait 
conservé que le minimum de lui-même afin d’opposer le moins de résistance 
possible au déferlement livide. (74; emphasis mine) 
 
The little girl becomes an androgynous shape: Nothomb chooses the asexual word 
“gisant”— a word used for statues lying on tombs—to portray the motionless body. The 
shape of femininity is absent. Nothomb continues to use the masculine (or in this case, 




in my analysis of this scene, I must discuss the crucial aspect of androgyny and its 
implications for the anorexia we encounter later in the text. For the “gisant,” Nothomb 
uses pronouns that appear to be gender neutral. Yet with the addition of the pronoun “lui” 
(“le gisant, lui, exultait”), it would seem that the narrator underlines masculinity. This 
possibility suggests a certain discomfort with the female body that is evoked throughout 
Nothomb’s texts, what Rodgers calls the “disgust at the adult female body” as opposed to 
“the ideal of the thin, smooth and clearly contained childish body” (58). Rodgers writes: 
“Summarizing several accounts of anorexia, Barbara Brook stresses ‘the revulsion (the 
anorexic feels) toward the adult female body, perceived as lacking boundaries, leady and 
incomplete’” (Rodgers 57).  Thus the statue in this scene conserves but the “bare 
minimum” of itself. It is ultimately less unruly, less “leaky,” and less unpredictable (the 
“hirsute”). Yet if the female body is less controlled, the child-body that Nothomb 
portrays is controlled, pared-down, and sexless. Or as Kemp asserts, Plectrude’s body “is 
not sex but text” (58). I pivot this critical commentary in a different direction in order to 
show how Nothomb specifically uses childlike androgyny to represent a form of the 
absolute and a concentration of energy that we might call minimalistic/pared down. That 
is, a child is pure potential, a bodily representation of infinite possibilities. Moreover, the 
child-body is not bound to or limited by sex or gender. If Plectrude’s child-body is not 
bound to gender, Nothomb’s text is not bound to genre.  
Considering that, as Mario Praz notes, “the charm of the Androgyne” is one of the 
signature tastes of the decadents (374), we must examine the relationship of the 




anorexia enables androgyny. In “Nothomb’s Anorexic Beauties,” Catherine Rodgers 
insists that Nothomb’s portrayal of anorexia “differs” from alternate portrayals “in its 
insistence on asexuality and childishness” (52). In Nothomb’s work, the highest vision of 
beauty is non-sexualized: “Cette beauté paraît svelte surnaturelle, attribuée à des êtres 
sans sexualité précise, comme l’ange, la fée, que la blancheur récurrente des tenues des 
héroïnes confirme encore davantage” (Amanieux 207). Purity, precision, and 
containment—what Camille Paglia would call Apollonian aesthetic values—contrast with 
the more “Dionysian” aesthetic values of messiness, unruliness, and chaos. As we shall 
see, anorexia enables the purity of androgyny, but also, paradoxically, becomes a form of 
excess. 
As Plectrude continues to embody the sexless statue (yet another form of extreme 
acts leading to art, like her mother’s suicide leading to creation), the figure keeps its eyes 
open before another “intervenes,” the open eyes offering the only signal that the body is 
alive.44 Asleep, the figure abandons its body from both the physical “sensation glaciale” 
and from emotional fear of exiting the skin. Like the season of winter, which represents a 
core essence of life pared down to a minimal state, the almost weightless figure here 
becomes that “bare minimum” of itself, approaching as close to death as possible without 
crossing the “threshold,” which I define here as a point of “magnitude or intensity that 
must be exceeded for a certain reaction or phenomenon to occur” (OED). It seems that in 
pushing up against this threshold of death, she waits for some “explosive” phenomenon 
to occur. The lightness of the body maintains just enough to stay alive, in order to give as 
 
44 This is yet another form of extreme acts leading to art, like her mother’s suicide 




little resistance as possible to the sheet of snow. In this haunting stillness, the word 
“éclaté” is disruptive: something “explosive” in the midst of this bleak stillness is 
difficult to decipher, possibly suggesting that Plectrude has reached a tipping point, as if 
on the brink of an explosion. Furthermore, “Le gisant s’empêcha de sourire pour ne pas 
en altérer l’élégance” (Nothomb 74-5). A portrait of “la mort blanche, éclatée,” this 
image represents a supreme elegance. A smile would constitute movement, adulterating 
the effect of the motionless statue; it is the bleak stillness that is so striking. The figure is 
literally “frozen” in a sublime state of being at the outermost edge of this threshold.  
Although Nothomb never mentions Mallarmé, this snowman scene recalls the 
striking imagery of the image of the swan in Mallarmé’s Le Vierge, le vivace et le bel 
aujourd’hui. In this poem, the same bleak whiteness (“cette blanche agonie”) is evoked 
through a minimal use of language and the immutable image of the swan.45 Moreover, 
like the gisant, the swan in the poem is frozen within its surrounding space: “par l’espace 
infligée à l’oiseau” (Mallarmé 70). Here the swan negates the white space, it wants to fly 
(to the ideal) but is trapped in the ice. Ultimately, the swan struggles, yet cannot flee, 
continuing to remain frozen in its surroundings. Likewise, in the snowman scene, 
Plectrude becomes fused with the white space around her. In the same vein, the ballerina 
image is striking in that she is not only the instrument of the art; she is infused with the 
art. This poem illuminates the snowman scene and this desire of the self to be infused 
with the “ideal,” something more elevated or sublime than the individual self, which is 
 
45 Yet this “agnonie blanche” is also a false agony in that it is also performative or 
choreographed. It is not “actual” torture, but rather, torture that is played with or staged, 




both physical and ideal, like language.46 As suggested by the wordplay cygnet/signe, the 
symbol is infused with the sign, becoming itself. Moreover, Mallarmé’s poetry, like 
ballet, is decadent in that it attempts to explode past limitations while maintaining a “bare 
minimum” of itself, what Huysmans called the concetration of “osmazome” in describing 
Mallarmé’s prose poem. 
It is only at the threshold of death that the “candidat à la mort” (Nothomb 77) 
experiences the sublime. The sheet of snow, an almost imperceptible veil, acts as a sort of 
threshold between light and darkness, between life and death. This state of “in-between-
ness” is inherently sublime: 
D’abord, la lumière du jour parvint encore à passer au travers du voile, et le gisant 
eut la sublime vision d’un dôme de cristaux à quelques millimètres de ses 
pupilles: c’était beau comme un trésor de gemmes. Bientôt, le linceul devint 
opaque. Le candidat à la mort se retrouva dans le noir. La fascination des ténèbres 
était grande: il était incroyable qu’en dessous de tant de blancheur régnait une 
telle obscurité. (77) 
 
This image is agonizingly dark and vacuous. As the light breaks through the translucent 
veil of snow, the figure has the vision of a dome of crystals. The shroud of snow then 
becomes opaque, indicating that this hallucinatory experience is about neither light nor 
darkness, but about a state of obscurity beneath the whiteness. At this very moment, 
 
46 In the poem, the idea of the plume (“plumage”) is significant in that it evokes a sense 
of lightness/weight: that is, the lightness of a bird’s feather coupled with the gravity of 




“…la couche glacée avait gelé, formant un igloo aux proportions exactes de son corps, et 
il comprit qu’il était prisonnier de ce qui serait son cercueil” (Nothomb 77). The igloo 
forms around the body in its exact shape, suggesting a sublime fusion between the self 
and the pure whiteness of the snow. The figure becomes entombed just before total 
evacuation from the body; that is, just before death. It screams, and Roselyne enacts the 
“intervention” that was mentioned earlier, dragging the “almost corpse” from white 
death. Angry, Roselyne cries: “Tu étais en train de mourir!” (Nothomb 78). In her own 
universe, in a state of ecstasy, her friend says that what happened to her was “formidable” 
and “magnifique” (Nothomb 78). It is this euphoric state of “in-between-ness” and 
fusion—along with the intensity of what George Bataille describes as a limit-
experience— that Plectrude seeks. 
In Erotism: Death and Sensuality, Bataille portrays a limit-experience as the 
approach of a state so intense that it straddles a threshold between life and death: a 
manifestation of what he calls the intolerable, or unbearable. Perhaps the most concise 
way to describe this limit-experience is through the paradox of lived death:  
 
It is the desire to live while ceasing to live, or to die without ceasing to live, the 
desire of an extreme state that Saint Theresa has perhaps been the only one to 
depict strongly enough in words. "I die because I cannot die". But the death of not 
dying is precisely not death; it is the ultimate stage of life; if I die because I 
cannot die it is on condition that I live on; because of the death I feel though still 




desire actually to experience that sensation. She lost her footing but all she did 
was to live more violently, so violently that she could say she was on the 
threshold of dying, but such a death as tried her to the utmost though it did not 
make her cease to live. (Bataille 240-241; emphasis mine) 
 
The limit-experience attempts to approach the “edge” of existence in terms of its intensity 
and impossibility, culminating in the abandonment of the subject from itself (as we saw 
in Plectrude’s approach of hypothermia as she attempts to infuse herself with her glacial 
surroundings). Furthermore, the limit-experience cannot help but acknowledge the 
“impossible” nature of desire, which becomes a desire for “lived” death. That is, the 
object of desire is less relevant than desire itself, which, by abstaining from consumption/ 
consummation like Richard’s “gourmand anorexique,” can be maintained at a peak of 
intensity: in the case above, Saint Theresa’s “violent living.” This form of life entails 
(self) sacrifice, which “gives death the upsurge of life, life the momentousness and the 
vertigo of death opening on to the unknown. Here life is mingled with death, but 
simultaneously death is a sign of life, a way into the infinite” (Bataille 91). A limit-
experience thus attempts to access the “infinite” through the act of playing with 
thresholds and testing the limitations of existence: redefining the “possible” and the 
“impossible.”47 
 
47 For Bataille, existence itself is excessive; excess is not simply the fact or moment of 
exceeding limitations: “Being is also the excess of being, the upward surge towards the 
impossible” (173; emphasis mine). Moreover, excess—which involves desire that cannot 
be contained because it cannot be fully known—functions as a reminder of death: “For 





 In the snowman scene, Plectrude establishes her notions of sublime aesthetics, 
which involve a limit-experience as she approaches death down to the very last second, 
fusing her body with the “blanche agonie” evoked in Marllarmé’s poem. 48 Plectrude 
relinquishes her body, surrenders herself to the possibility of death, and becomes 
powerless to save herself. Roselyne demands to know why she waited so long, why she 
did not pull herself out of the snow, implying that one cannot fake being so close to 
death. If not for her intervention, Plectrude would be dead. Yet the dancer prefers to wait 
to be saved to conform to her sense of aesthetic imagery: “Pour complaire à ses propres 
conceptions esthétiques, elle avait préféré attendre d’être sauvée”  (Nothomb 79). For 
Plectrude, these “conceptions esthétiques” dictate that giving oneself over to the power of 
another—relinquishing control over one’s own body—is more euphoric than simply 
extricating oneself from the snow: “Je me suis donnée à la neige” (82; emphasis mine).49 
Like the swan in Mallarmé’s poem, Plectrude is one with the white space surrounding 
her, literally giving—or submitting— herself to the snow. The abandonment of the self 
 
fact that the condition of life for human beings is the recognition of death” (Richardson 
98). Like death, excess embedded in the very state of being leads to the “unbearable,” yet 
it is specifically through this “unbearable” straddling of life and death that a “fullness” of 
being occurs: “We receive being in an intolerable transcendence of being, no less 
intolerable than death. And since in death it is given and taken away at the same time we 
must seek it in the feeling of death, in those unbearable instants where we seem to be 
dying because the being within us is only there through excess, when the fullness of 
horror and joy coincide” (Bataille 268; emphasis mine). 
48 Recall that both the snowman scene and Marllarmé’s poem involve an “impossible” 
attempt at fusion with otherness. Perhaps unsurprisingly, Bataille considers poetry a form 
of limit-experience: “Poetry leads to the same place as all forms of eroticism—to the 
blending and fusion of separate objects. It leads us to eternity, it leads us to death, and 
through death to continuity. Poetry is eternity; the sun matched with the sea” (25). 
49 It is interesting to note the complex interdependence that contributes to art in this scene 





gives way to a fusion with something more elevated than the individual alone. 
Furthermore, it is necessary that “…elle organisât de sublime dangers là où régnait le 
calme…” (Nothomb 79). In this sense, Plectrude is both the instrument of the ideal and 
its choreographer, staging these very dangers. Lastly, we see that simply “getting saved” 
is not sublime enough; it must be at the very last second: “Il valait mieux l’être à la 
dernière seconde: c’était beaucoup plus beau comme ça. Un salut qui n’eût pas été ultime, 
c’eût été une faute de goût” (Nothomb 83). Once again, the notion of thresholds is 
crucial, such as the almost invisible veil of snow between darkness and obscurity, or the 
last second that separates the state of being alive with the state of not existing. The 
“sublime” is realized through the pushing of limits, in approaching something as closely 
as possible without overstepping a boundary. Snow functions as a veil between life and 
death: the perfect threshold. 
Amanieux has commented on Nothomb’s use of snow to evoke an ideal: “La 
neige, sous la plume de la romancière, cristallisera une beauté idéale, une aspiration à 
l’absolu” (194). As mentioned, the snowman scene represents the epitome of Plectrude’s 
androgynous childhood euphoria, and she repeats variations of this scene throughout the 
novel, reliving it in her imagination in a state of exultation: “Plectrude se repassa mille 
fois la scène de la neige” (Nothomb 82). In the autobiographical novel Tokyo Fiancée, 
Nothomb describes a similar exultation in an aesthetic of snow in which she gets caught 
in a blizzard while hiking Mount Blanc. The barrenness and stark sterility of the 
whiteness and the sublime near-death experience leaves the novelist in a state of ecstasy. 




“ideal” in Nothomb’s universe.  
Mallarmé writes that the purpose of poetry is to create ideal, non-concrete 
“notions”: "La notion pure,” “sans la gêne d'un proche ou concret rappel" (Le Traité du 
verbe de René Ghil 6). Plectrude seems to use the poet’s aesthetic notion of the ideal in 
her real life, in that she is the “signifier” that physically embodies the aesthetic 
“signified” of the snowman. Indeed, Plectrude inhabits an alternate dimension to the 
realist universe, chasing and embodying these pure, ideal forms first as a “snowman,” and 
later, as a ballerina. Considering the notion of an ideal embodied, it is useful to consider 
what Julie Townsend calls the “privileged position” of dance in Symbolist poetry. In 
Robert, Lucette gives birth to a being that, as a dancer, physically embodies art (the 
ideal). We thus encounter a tension between materiality and the ideal, between 
corporeality and the metaphysical notion of transcendence. Julie Townsend articulates 
these tensions:  
 
The centrality of dance in Symbolist aesthetics has of course been observed by 
many generations of critics. In addition to the writings of Mallarmé and Valéry 
themselves, even the earliest scholars of Symbolist aesthetics noted the extent to 
which dance seemed to harmonize the problematic relationships between the artist 
and the work of art, the ideal and the material, as well as the mind and the 
body…In a poetics that valorizes dream over reality and ideal over material, it is 
assuredly strange that dance—arguably the most embodied of the arts—would 




If ballet represents art embodied, then in Robert, Nothomb does something strangely 
similar: as a counterpart to using words to evoke an ideal—as in Symbolist poetry— she 
uses a body (Plectrude) to assert the physicality of words themselves. That is, the “proper 
name” Plectrude becomes a physical “ballet” body. Moreover, in his essays on ballet in 
Divagations, Mallarmé writes: 
 
À savoir que la danseuse n’est pas une femme qui danse, pour ces motifs 
juxtaposés qu’elle n’est pas une femme, mais une métaphore résumant un des 
aspects élémentaires de notre forme, glaive, coupe, fleur, etc., et qu’elle ne danse 
pas, suggérant, par le prodige de raccourcis ou d’élans, avec une écriture 
corporelle ce qu’il faudrait des paragraphes en prose dialoguée autant que 
descriptive, pour exprimer, dans la rédaction: poème dégagé de tout appareil du 
scribe. (173)  
 
Considering Townsend’s assertion that ballet is “the most embodied of the arts,” the 
dancer becomes poetry (une métaphore), embodying and containing ideal forms through 
suggestion. Mallarmé’s essay recalls Huysmans’ commentary on the prose poem 
discussed in the previous chapter, in which pages of writing, or the “ensemble,” are 
contained in one poem, ending and reaching a peak on a single word concentrated with 
all meaning. (See: discussion of “Le cygne” in Huysmans’ chapter). Similarly, the 
anorexic Plectrude becomes a pared-down, minimalist embodiment of the Ideal, and an 




2.1.6 Dancing on Thresholds 
 
By abstaining from consumption, Plectrude sustains an intense state of unsatisfied 
hunger/desire, aiming at transcendence by brushing up against death. She does this by 
becoming (literally) anorexic, but also through her multiple choreographies of staged 
death. As we shall see, the ultimate threshold in the novel is that which approaches 
adolescence and thus sexuality—by refusing gender and femaleness, Plectrude maintains 
the decadent androgyny of childhood. If decadent subjects are traditionally female (the 
figure of Salomé being the most iconic for fin-de-siècle decadence of France and 
England), then Nothomb turns decadence on its head by introducing an asexual, 
ungendered decadence that goes beyond Praz’s signature decadent “charm of the 
Androgyne.”50 Specifically, Nothomb’s representation in Robert transgresses Bataille’s 
definition of eroticism to showcase the androgyny of the child-body as a different, sexless 
site of limit-experience. That is, Bataille’s vision of straddling thresholds is dependent 
upon the sexual act: “Eroticism is life momentarily overflowing its limits, life in its 
richest, most abundant possibilities {…} If the sexual act is life at its most abundant, it is 
also—so to speak—the denial, or the refutation, of life, for it opens the door to death and 
it lies on the threshold that reveals death before us” (Richardson 103-104).51 Yet in 
 
50 Charles Berheimer examines the archetype of decadence as woman. Of Nietzsche, he 
writes, “No wonder that he believes that ‘Woman has always conspired with the types of 
décadence’ (WP, 460) and that he copied approvingly into his notebook for 1888 
Baudelaire’s remark ‘La femme est naturelle, c’est à dire, abominable’” (Bernheimer 22- 
23). 
51For the critic Jean-Luc Nancy, Bataille’s “unbearable” state is the essence of his 





Robert, it is precisely not sexuality/eroticism that facilitates the limit-experience; it is the 
lack/refusal of sexuality. Nothomb thus creates an asexualized, sexless subject of 
decadence, perhaps the most minimal/pared down representation conceivable. 
In the snowman scene, Plectrude relishes the precarious gamble with her life, 
repeating the “threshold,” near-death experience in various contexts; as she does so, she 
begins to “choreograph” her life through planned and timed movements. Plectrude stands 
in front of oncoming buses, waiting until the absolute last moment to be saved: “À la 
dernière seconde, Roselyne l’arracha à la rue” (Nothomb 81). At the same time that 
Plectrude enacts these stunts with Roselyne, who performs the protective role of guardian 
angel, Plectrude begins to inhabit more fully her identity as a dancer, constantly defying 
limitations, approaching and pushing up against thresholds, transforming an afternoon of 
playing in the snow into a sublime confrontation with death. Plectrude’s life actually 
becomes her own ballet: “Elle était à ce point danseuse qu’elle vivait les moindres scènes 
de sa vie comme des ballets. Les chorégraphies autorisaient que le sens du tragique se 
manifestât à tout bout de champ: ce qui, dans le quotidien, était grotesque, ne l’était pas à 
l’opéra et l’était encore moins en danse”  (Nothomb 82). Ballet allows the protagonist to 
choreograph “real life” like a theatrical spectacle, allowing for the bizarre, the grotesque, 
or the tragic in everyday existence. Ballet becomes both a means of approaching the 
sublime, and a way of physically embodying the fairy tale. As Siobhàn McIlvanney 
writes, “Fairy tales make the improbable probable, the abnormal normal” (3). Therefore, 
 
asymptomatically. The extreme intensity becomes unbearable, and perhaps one comes 
precisely from being at the limit: there where the height of excitation is exceeded and is 




ballet, like fairy tales, reconfigures definitions of normalcy.52  
Yet if Plectrude’s ballet becomes the embodiment of the (theatrical) fairy tale 
dimension, the question of agency—which recurs until the end of the novel—arises. Is 
Plectrude following the trajectory of her “destiny,” of the spell that was decreed? That is, 
in living life like a ballet, is she embodying the fairy tale? Or rather, is she the 
“choreographer” of her life? I argue that the text is purposefully ambiguous. This 
ambiguity represents the straddling of another threshold, between “destiny” versus “free 
will,” “destin” versus “hirsute,” between chaos versus order. 
In Robert, ballet functions as the straddling of another threshold: in hindering 
adolescence, ballet prevents Plectrude from crossing over the threshold into adulthood. 
Nothomb characterizes both childhood and ballet (before Plectrude’s experience at the 
ballet school) as states of lightness, defiance of gravity, oblivion, and intoxication: “la 
transe de l’envol,” (129), “une dose énorme d’oubli” (129), “l’ivresse de la danse” 
(Nothomb 129). In Nothomb’s Robert, the passage from childhood to adulthood—that is, 
the “calamités de l’adolescence” (Nothomb 83)—is highly problematized. As opposed to 
the snowman scene—in which the veil of snow functioned as a sublime threshold 
between life and death—adolescence represents an undesirable “in-between” state. As far 
as childhood is concerned, the age of ten is just right: “Dix ans est le moment le plus 
solaire de l’enfance. Aucun signe d’adolescence n’est encore visible à l’horizon…à dix 
ans, on n’est pas forcément heureux, mais on est forcément vivant, plus vivant que 
 
52 The words “normality” and “normalcy” are synonymous. However, I intend 
“normality” in the sense of what is considered socially normal behavior, and “normalcy” 




quiconque” (Nothomb 70). Nothomb differentiates between “happiness” and “being 
alive”; happiness is far less relevant than the sheer experience of life. (This differentiation 
between “happiness” and the utter experience of life is seen in a moment later in the text 
that marks one of the vital changes in the evolution of the protagonist’s character, when 
Plectrude discovers that “on pouvait être heureux à l’âge adulte” (Nothomb 164).) If ten 
years captures the oblivion of childhood, then twelve years old, on the other hand, 
represents something more problematic: “Douze ans, c’était comme une limite: le dernier 
anniversaire innocent… treize ans, elle refusait d’y penser” (Nothomb 83). Twelve years 
old stands as a threshold, as both an exit and entrance marker: Plectrude exits childhood 
and enters adulthood.  
Adolescence, in particular, represents a loss of childhood innocence, symbolized 
by menstruation. With “treize ans” comes the promise of heaviness, the promise of reality 
and its restrictions, and Plectrude refuses to consider it. To avoid the dreaded 
adolescence, the protagonist actually nurtures her childhood: “Plectrude cultiva son 
enfance” (Nothomb 84). Ballet becomes a way to stave off the heaviness of life to come; 
literally, dance demands an aesthetic of lightness and overtraining that prevents young 
girls from menstruating. We encounter a similar instance of the prevention of 
menstruation in Hygiène de l’assassin, in which Prétaxtat Tach does everything possible 
to prevent the oncoming adolescence of both himself and of his cousin Léopoldine. The 
incestuous children subsist on the bare minimum in order to avoid the onslaught of 
adolescent hormones. Finally, when Léopoldine begins to menstruate, it represents 




but children—naturally androgynous—are sublime. Similar themes recur in Robert, 
where ballet simultaneously prevents Plectrude from exiting the state of childhood, but 
also allows her to approach the threshold of death.  
To further discuss thresholds, we must make a distinction between two types of 
thresholds in the novel. We see both the thresholds that Plectrude approaches and the 
thresholds that she avoids. For example, Plectrude approaches the threshold of death (as 
in the snowman scene), but she backs away from (staves off) the threshold of 
adolescence. The Petit Robert defines threshold (seuil) as a limite or pointe: “Limite 
inférieure (ou, très rarement, supérieure) au-delà de laquelle un phénomène physique ne 
provoque plus un effet donné; Niveau d’un facteur variable don’t le franchissement 
determine une brusque variation du phénomène lié à ce facteur” (Petit Robert). In short, 
all definitions of the words threshold or seuil that I have consulted speak to a particular 
factor or intensity that must be “exceeded” in order for a specific effect or reaction to 
occur (or conversely, stop). Once this phenomenon occurs it is often irreversible, which I 
associate with the following articulation of a tipping point: “In some usage, a tipping 
point is simply an addition or increment that in itself might not seem extraordinary but 
that unexpectedly is just the amount of additional change that will lead to a big effect” 
(Rouse). The slightest degree of change or intensity— however small—has the power to 
trigger significant outcomes. But where is this point on the spectrum, this boiling point?  
In approaching this novel, in which the physicality of words is paramount, it is 
helpful to consider specific physical phenomena related to thresholds and tipping points. 




contribute to its occurrence. Yet catastrophe theory shows how landslides are shockingly 
difficult to predict because it takes just a single, small factor to disrupt equilibrium and 
trigger its disastrous effects. The notion of a tipping point is thus synonymous with the 
notion of a threshold, which acts as a marker of “in between-ness”—at once an entrance 
marker and an exit marker—which, if crossed over, can also cause an irreversible 
phenomenon. In Robert, Nothomb’s protagonist physically embodies these “thresholds,” 
seeking out a sublime “in-betweenness,” pushing limits to seek out that elusive tipping 
point. 
As Plectrude becomes deeply entrenched in anorexia, her bones decalcify, and she 
eventually reaches a specific tipping point that leads to permanent consequences. In my 
own definition, a threshold is a literal or hypothetical line that separates one state (or 
place) from another, a state of being at the outer limit of one thing while being 
simultaneously on the brink of another thing. By this definition, decadence itself is a 
threshold, in the sense that it is at the very end of an artistic movement that has, more or 
less, run its course (for example, the avant-garde that has crossed the line into 
decadence). Yet decadence is also the precursor or entrance marker to something novel 
and unknown. It is for this reason that periods of decadence are a type of threshold: they 
are at the outer limit of one century, yet paradoxically on the brink of the next, what 
David Weir calls "a sensibility at once belated and futurist, decadent and avant-garde 
(194) … “we live at the end, in the last decade, a ‘new’ fin de siècle” (192).  This idea of 
“last-ness” is also seen in À Rebours, in which “Des Esseintes is the last of his line, and, 




the novel opens” (Weir 94). In Plectrude’s case (at this point in the novel), she enters 
what Nothomb calls a period of “decadence” (98), a period on the threshold of 
belatedness and newness, of “has-been” and novelty. Plectrude thus is at the outer edges 
of her childhood reign but on the brink of unchartered territory.  
 
 




In Robert, the symbolic borderline between childhood and adolescence represents 
a problematized threshold whose crossing creates a decadent subversion of the fairy tale 
genre. In some fairy tales, such as Cinderella, the protagonist goes from insignificance, 
rags, and anonymity to significance, reigning over a kingdom, and being chosen by a 
prince. In Nothomb’s fairy tale, this trajectory is reversed. After the suicide of her 
mother, Plectrude begins her fairy tale as the chosen one and as the queen, but the course 
alters. In a strange reversal, the child figure “falls” from a position of power. While 
Plectrude is in her glorious reign of childhood—“elle régnait sur son école de danse… 
elle régnait sur le coeur de sa mère… elle régnait sur Roselyne” (Nothomb 70-71)— this 
glory gives way to the decadent fall that comes with adolescence.  
This shift is triggered by a specific instance associated with adolescence: the first 




recognizes him by his scar, which makes her think of Les Mille et Une Nuits (Nothomb 
89), as if he were destined for her. 53 Matthieu’s scar has a triple function. First, it makes 
him sublime: “Cette cicatrice est splendide ! Je n’ai jamais vu un garçon aussi sublime !” 
… “S’il n’était pas blessé, il serait simplement beau. Avec cette cicatrice, il est 
magnifique” (Nothomb 92). Second, the scar makes him “recognizable” in terms of the 
fulfillment of the fairy tale, in an almost prophetic sense. This aspect of recognition 
recalls medieval literature, in which the hero is recognizable by some possession, such as 
a cart (in the case of Chrétien de Troyes’ Lancelot) or Yvain (a lion). Yet what 
distinguishes Matthieu’s mark of recognition is that it is embedded in (and inseparable 
from) his physical body, just as the spell in the novel is embodied through Plectrude’s 
eyes. Similarly, we have seen that Plectrude’s body became one with the snow as she 
fused her (self/body) in a threshold state of “blanche agonie.” This fusion with the snow 
speaks to what Rodgers calls “the impossibility of a clear boundary between self and 
other” that constitutes the “anorexic sensibility” (58). Fusion is therefore highly 
problematized where sexual difference is concerned, and Matthieu thus presents a 
problem in that he is the “other,” but he belongs to Plectrude’s fairy tale. When Plectrude 
recognizes the scar, she knows that Matthieu belongs to her alternate universe: “Il est 
pour moi. Il est à moi…Peu importe que ce soit dans un mois ou dans vingt ans. Je me le 
jure” (Nothomb 93). This line indicates that time is irrelevant in terms of “destiny” 
because the track is set and the ending unchangeable. That she says “il est à moi” 
signifies that he belongs to her, and the phrase “il est pour moi” suggests that he was 
 





destined for her. Third, as a wound, the scar binds the characters in their suffering. If 
Plectrude’s eyes dictate her exceptionality, Matthieu’s eyes signal his pain: “Ses yeux 
avaient la sagesse de ceux qui ont souffert” (Nothomb 93). The scar becomes an 
“obsession” (Nothomb 92) for reasons unknown to Plectrude. Believing herself the real 
daughter of Clémence and Denis, she knows nothing of the “extraordinaire violence” 
(Nothomb 92-93) of her arrival “parmi les vivants” (Nothomb 92). Therefore, this mark 
of “combat” is “riche de signification” of which Plectrude is unaware, even though she 
recognizes Matthieu as part of her destiny. Thus the scar has recognizable meaning for 
the reader but not for Plectrude.  
What specifically triggers the major turning point in the story—and the next seven 
years of Plectrude’s “décadence” (Nothomb 98)—is a failure of language. That is, words 
directly cause the central “misstep” in the fairy tale. A conversation between Matthieu 
and Plectrude appears to be an unremarkable misunderstanding between adolescents—
but it signifies the first human (adult) “failure” of the former child-queen, who thus far, 
has experienced and embodied only the ideal/absolute. When Plectrude musters the 
courage to talk to Matthieu, a musician, she perceives it as an utter humiliation. Plectrude 
believes this debacle could have been avoided if Matthieu had seen her dance. The 
miscommunication culminates when Matthieu asks Plectrude about her taste in music; 
uncertain of her own tastes, she replies “Dave,” possibly an association triggered by the 
name of the musician Dave Matthews. When Matthieu bursts out laughing, she assumes 
the situation is unredeemable: “Elle eût pu tirer parti de cette hilarité. Malheureusement, 




wants to see him play, she does not ask to watch him practice in his garage, which he 
perceives as a lack of interest in his music. That is, the entire misunderstanding could 
have been avoided if only the two could have seen each other in action, performing their 
artistic roles, he as a musician and she as a dancer. 
This misunderstanding indicates a fundamental difference between social 
performance and artistic performance. Artistic performance (the performance of artistic 
roles, that of music and dance) results in successful communication, but social 
performance (conversation) does not. Rather than performative action, the two characters 
have a conversation—using words—in which they completely misunderstand each other, 
suggesting that communication would have been more effective without words; that is, 
without social performance. Up until this point, the magical, performative power 
embedded in Plectrude’s name has functioned to her advantage. Now, on the other side of 
the threshold of adolescence, words (names) have failed. Assuming that Plectrude is 
uninterested, Matthieu “ne l’invita donc pas dans son garage. S’il l’avait fait, elle n’eût 
pas perdu sept ans de sa vie” (Nothomb 97; emphasis mine). This passage implies that if 
words had performed successfully, the next seven years would not have been lost.  
This scene solidifies Plectrude’s suspicion of words, which can be misconstrued 
and even serve to misdirect events. Words ultimately become suspect. We see this 
suspicion encapsulated later in the novel through the presence of Ionesco and the 
question of the senseless (the Absurd). Throughout this chapter, I ask: what is the 
mechanism by which words have the power to incite action or perform destinies? Do 




subtle incarnation of excessive minimization (in this case the limiting of possibilities for 
an individual)? Or does chance enter language, and meaning create the unruliness 
associated with hirsute? These tensions and questions are re-iterated throughout the 
novel, and ultimately made tangible through the physicality (and physics) of threshold 
states. 
Directly after the scene with Matthieu, Plectrude’s fairy tale begins to decay: 
academically, physically, morally, and socially. Nothomb writes: “Commença pour elle 
une période de décadence. Ses résultats scolaires, de mauvais qu’ils avaient toujours été, 
passèrent à exécrables” (Nothomb 98). Plectrude is no longer “protected” by her 
“réputation de genie” (Nothomb 98); however, rather than passing from genius to 
mediocrity, “elle semblait avoir opté pour le suicide scolaire” (Nothomb 98; emphasis 
mine). That her academic failure is characterized as a “suicide” recalls her mother’s own 
suicide; clearly no “middle ground” exists for Plectrude, and she takes everything to its 
outermost edge. The other students exchange gossip about “la dernière de Plectrude” 
(Nothomb 100), concluding that “Elle y va fort!”: a sentiment characteristic of the 
protagonist who takes everything “jusqu’au bout” (Nothomb 157), or to the outer limit of 
“la dernière seconde” (Nothomb 83), what I call Plectrude’s jusquauboutisme. Plectrude 
approaches the end of her childhood education, on the brink of beginning something new 
and Decadent: becoming a ballerina at the École des Rats.  
Before discussing Plectrude’s tenure at the ballet school, it bears mention that 
thus far in the novel, the protagonist has operated as an “abnormal” fairy child in a 




functioned as a way to approach the sublime and the aesthetic ideal of dance, the notion 
of infinity at her fingertips, and the avoidance of mediocrity. Yet after her “fall” (her 
failed conversation with Matthieu), which precedes her seven years of decadence, she 
meets the constraints of adolescence. In “Child-as-Artist,” Anna Kemp argues, “the ideal 
aesthetic form that Plectrude embodies can exist only in a fantasy space. Once this 
fantasy meets the constraints of the real world, the results are as enthralling and 
horrifying as the figure of the emaciated ballerina” (65). Yet during what Kemp calls her 
“weightless and fairylike” (58) childhood, Plectrude was indeed able to embody ideal 
forms in the “real world” rather than in simply a fantasy universe. (That is, Plectrude 
operated in a private dimension, but within the confines of the “real” universe). It is 
specifically with adolescence that this clash with the constraints of reality occurs. 
Childhood thus represents infinity, while adolescence represents limits. Upon meeting 
these adolescent constraints, Plectrude will discipline herself “jusqu’au bout” to separate 
herself from the already extreme constraints of the ballet school. 
At the École des Rats, limitations and thresholds are pushed to such an extreme 
that the ideal of ballet—joy, flight, beauty—degenerates into a codified military state: 
“Elle savait qu’à l’école des rats régnerait une discipline de fer” (Nothomb 106) and 
“cette démence respecte un code” (Nothomb 121). This strict militaristic code echoes the 
historical evolution of ballet, which was proposed by Louis XIV as the best way to train 





The aristocratic principles that had organized the art for so long were being 
deeply undermined, and it was in these postrevolutionary decades that the first 
outlines of ballet as a modern discipline emerged. It is no accident that to this day 
ballet remains (for better and worse) imbued with the principles Napoleon 
legislated across his realm: professional rigor and a meritocratic ethic joined to 
military-style discipline. (Apollo’s Angels 122) 
 
Indeed, the ballet school in Robert represents, in a sense, that strict Napoleonic code of 
discipline. Ballet in the novel thereby changes from a joyful expression of humanity—a 
way to access (perform?) infinity—to the most extreme self-discipline, resulting in bodily 
minimization.  
In contrast to Plectrude’s glorious childhood reign, the fact that this discipline 
“reigns” (106) suggests that it is the rats—the teachers—who have come into power, 
rather than the child-queen who formerly reigned over her dance school, over Roselyne, 
etc. Historically, the word “rat” refers to the young ballerinas of the opera in the 19th 
century. Yet Nothomb uses the word to refer to the teachers: “On dit que c’est le nom des 
élèves, mais c’est celui des professeurs. Oui, ce sont des rats, des pingres, avec de 
grandes dents pour ronger la viande sur le corps des ballerines” (Nothomb 116). This 
code of “discipline de fer” dictates that the instructors discipline the students to the extent 
that they are barely alive; the thinnest ones are praised while the heaviest are 
painstakingly censored. The weight of 40 kilos becomes a low bar never to be exceeded, 




disappears when one drops below this bar, and the anorexic state becomes a war against 
“heaviness,” “softness,” and ultimately, desire. Spirit, grace, humanity, and emotions are 
sacrificed, contrasting the ideal of ballet with the reality of the ballet school: “La danse, 
c’est l’élan, la grâce, la générosité, le don absolu—le contraire de la mentalité d’un rat” 
(Nothomb 116-117). 
 
2.2.2 The New Normal 
 
The rats defines what is “normal” for the universe of ballet, yet although this new 
code of “normality” demands the aberrant state of anorexia, it still forces the students to 
conform in a way that is mediocre. That is, in order to reach the ideal of ballet, the girls 
must resemble anorexic corpses, implying the banality of uniformity, the very opposite of 
the exceptional or féerique. At first, the cliché of anorexia allows Plectrude to approach 
the ideal in her dance, showing how she reaches the sublime through conformity. 
Dominick LaCapra articulates the possibility of cliché offering access to something more 
elevated, discussing the way that in Madame Bovary, the boring, clichéd Charles 
becomes the romantic hero in the end: “Then the question is whether cliché itself 
provides some mode of access to the sacred, perhaps through the narrow gate of 
stupidity” (LaCapra 111). Thus for Plectrude the “narrow gate” of anorexic conformity 
provides access to the sacred ideal of flight. Yet even her attempt at clichéd anorexia 
becomes excessive as she takes dietary restrictions to an even further extreme than what 




At the École des Rats, the normal becomes abnormal, and the abnormal becomes 
normal. Even though Plectrude was always the thinnest at her former school, she is 
considered normal at the new ballet school: “Ici, elle faisait partie des ‘normales’.  Celles 
qu’on qualifiait de minces eussent été appelées squelettiques en dehors du pensionnat. 
Quant à celles qui, dans le monde extérieur, eussent été trouvées de proportions 
ordinaires, elles étaient en ces murs traitées de ‘grosses vaches’” (Nothomb 106). If 
normal is obese and underweight is normal, this redefinition of normal is “decadent” in 
that the criteria imposed by the school pushes past definitions (by nature a limit), while 
excessively devastating/minimizing the girls’ bodies into submission. The teachers 
dehumanize the students by weighing and measuring students like pieces of meat 
(Nothomb 107). Ironically, the only thing that is not monitored or limited is the extent to 
which one becomes skeletal: “On n’était jamais trop squelettique” (Nothomb 109). 
Although 40 kilos represents the maximum weight that must never be exceeded, there is 
no lower limit that prevents ballerinas from becoming thinner. As the girls lose more and 
more weight, they become “des cadavres qui rigolaient” (Nothomb 107). The girls’ 
bodies are whittled away to the extent that they are alive, but just barely. This goal of 
“barely alive” echoes that of the snowman scene, aiming at this threshold state of 
life/death. 
Nothomb characterizes the extreme censorship of the teachers as an act of 
chiseling away the remains of childhood: “Rien qu’un scalpel guettant les dernières 
pulpes de l’enfance” (Nothomb 108). The school becomes a purgatory-like holding space 




whittled away, that external marker of adolescence—menstruation—is equally staved off: 
“Pour la plupart des élèves, les pilules ne sont même pas nécessaires: la sous-alimentation 
suffit à bloquer le cycle menstruel et les modifications physiques qu’entraîne l’apparition 
des règles…le tampon, c’est l’objet introuvable à l’école” (Nothomb 115). Once again, 
definitions of normalcy are reversed, and it becomes “abnormal” to have a period at 
fifteen years old. The girls are doubly dehumanized: the joy and innocence of childhood 
is stripped away, while the normal human process of adolescence—and the ability to 
reproduce—is also prevented. Adolescence is considered a “mutation” (Nothomb 114). 
The dancers become, in a word, sterilized. 
The ballet school operates on this sterilization process. Nothomb uses the 
metaphor of writing to further capture this code of sterility and militaristic discipline: 
“Elle était comme un écrivain forcé de ne pas écrire et d’étudier la grammaire sans 
discontinuer… la grammaire…elle est un code sterile…ici, on faisait des exercises, point 
final” (Nothomb 110). Although grammar is necessary, it is a “code sterile,” not the end 
goal. Writing—as a human expression of the soul—should be the fundamental intent. In 
the same way, the goal of dance as a human expression is replaced by the sterile code of 
repetitive exercises. Like a writer prevented from writing, Plectrude is prevented from 
dancing; yet she repeats endless, mechanical exercises at the bar. That is, her spirit is 
disciplined—“Son esprit était subjugué” (Nothomb 115)— but Plectrude’s body operates 
like a machine.  
This sterilization process operates not only on a physical level, but also on an 




emotions: “D’autant qu’elle avait remarqué un phénomène extraordinaire: en passant au-
dessous de la barre symbolique des quarante kilos elle n’avait pas seulement perdu du 
poids, elle avait aussi perdu du sentiment” (Nothomb 118). With the shedding of weight 
comes the loss of the burden of human emotions: namely, her feelings for Matthieu 
Saladin: “Elle se réjouissait d’être débarrassée de ce double fardeau: les cinq kilos et cette 
encombrante passion” (Nothomb 119). With each pound she loses, Plectrude sheds more 
of her desire and thus her humanity. Forty kilos becomes the physical marker at which 
one is liberated of normal human feelings: “Plectrude se promit de retenir cette grande 
loi: l’amour, le regret, le désir, l’engouement—toutes ces sottises étaient des maladies 
sécretées par les corps de plus de quarante kilos” (Nothomb 119). These common 
adolescent emotions are considered “maladies,” reversing, once again, definitions of 
normalcy. Yet this unburdening of human emotions is actually part of the removing of 
the human spirit—the process of dehumanization—that we see at the École des Rats. 
Recalling Jean Paul Richard’s formulation of the “gourmand anorexique,” we 
encounter the opposite case: the anorexic as a refusal of desire. That is, anorexia can 
involve the perpetuation of desire, but it can also attempt to eradicate desire completely. 
Karin Bernfeld discusses the connection between appetite and the anorexic’s loss of 
desire: “Le mot appétit vient du latin appetitus qui signifie désir. C’est tout dire. De la 
perte d’appétit à la perte de désir, la voie est toute tracée” (54). Or as Roland Barthes puts 
it: “In this desert of desire, the anorexic thus saves his skin by putting himself in the 
position of desiring: nothing. ‘I have no other object to desire,’ the fulfilled child could 




under the subjugation of the school. On the other hand, she places herself in a position in 
which she desires nothing, thus transcending the strict limitations that the school imposes 
upon her. That is, she masters her own desires by eradicating them, refusing to be ruled 
by the teachers. Rather than a desire to maintain a state of desire, Plectrude desires an 
absence of desire, which allows her to operate in a universe in which she is immune to 
emotion. 
 As sexual desire is eliminated, and because food and desire are synonymous in 
this novel, lack of food equates to lack of desire. The teachers at the ballet school 
demonize food to the extent that the students become terrified by their desire for it: “Les 
professeurs avaient tant diabolisé la nourriture qu’elle en paraissait alléchante… les 
enfants l’appréhendaient avec terreur, dégoûtées du désir qu’elle suscitait” (Nothomb 
110). A normal desire to eat becomes a source of apprehension and disgust. In this 
environment of constant surveillance, “une bouchée avalée était une bouchée de trop” 
(Nothomb 110). Once again, notions of normalcy are reversed: “Ce qui, jusque-là, l’avait 
scandalisée, lui semblait maintenant normal” (Nothomb 114). This shift from 
“scandalous” to “normal” is the result of the major reconstruction and habituation process 
that the ballerinas undergo. If discipline makes behavior automatic, it also reconstructs 
dispositions. In Masculine Domination, Pierre Bourdieu argues that “the work of 
symbolic construction… is brought about and culminates in a profound and durable 
transformation of bodies (and minds)” (23). This transformation dictates not only the 
girls’ behaviors, but also their automatic mental reactions. That is, the visible alteration of 




refusal of food represents an emptying out of—and at times a protest against—human 
desire.  
The refusal of food (and therefore of physical weight) ultimately leads to a 
balancing act whose goal is transcendence. Throughout the novel, the word 
“transcendence” is used to evoke something eternal, universal, and sublime, something 
that literally rises above the earth. Ballet enables transcendence because it defies the laws 
of gravity: its essence is the ideal of flight, which, like the princesses in the fairy tale 
books, entails a state of “not touching the ground” (52) The dancers, in aiming for this 
goal of flight/transcendence, thus subsist on as little as possible. Because so few calories 
are consumed, they operate on a bare minimum, and the small amount of energy available 
must be carefully distributed in order to remain alive and complete their ballet exercises:  
 
Quand on pesait trente-cinq kilos, la vie était différente: l’obsession consistait à 
vaincre les épreuves physiques du jour, à distribuer son énergie de manière à en 
avoir assez pour huit heures d’exercices, à affronter avec courage les tentations du 
repas, à cacher fièrement l’épuisement de ses forces—à danser, enfin, quand on 
l’aurait mérité. La danse était la seule transcendence. (119; emphasis mine) 
 
All energy must be channeled in the service of dance, but in order to merit this 
transcendence, they must transfer all physical energy to exercise for eight hours a day and 
all mental energy to resist the temptations of meals. The monomaniacal pursuit of ballet 




l’ivresse absolue. Une joie si profonde justifie les sacrifices les plus cruels” (Nothomb 
112). It is this very transcendence—to achieve a weightlessness that defies physical 
laws—that justifies the relinquishing of physical body mass. 
Freud’s Beyond the Pleasure Principle enhances our understanding of the 
aesthetics of dance in this decadent fairy tale, which requires absolute minimization to the 
point of weightlessness. If Cinderella’s story moves from lack to plenitude, this novel 
takes the opposite track: as we have seen, everything must be sacrificed—health, balance, 
happiness, family, friends, physical weight, and emotions—for dance, which is conveyed 
by the gradual chiseling away of the physical self:  “La danse, art total s’il en fut, 
requérait l’investissement total de l’être” (Nothomb 117). Plectrude’s subsistence on that 
bare minimum paradoxically makes the drive to dance a drive toward death; she is alive 
but skirting death “by the skin of her teeth.” Thus the drive to dance, characterized by 
movement, is paradoxically a drive to a place of what Freud calls a state of zero energy, 
and in this case, of zero bodily existence.  
If Plectrude is driven to dance, she is also driven to another state that is similar to 
Freud’s state of zero energy: sleep. Because she reserves all energy for ballet, her (other) 
ideal becomes the low-energy state of sleep; she exists “au point de ne pas avoir d’idéal 
plus élevé que le sommeil” (Nothomb 110), waiting all day for the moment when she can 
stop moving: “Les moments où l’on n’employait pas ses muscles étaient vus comes des 
miracles (Nothomb 109). We see two paradoxical drives, the drive to move (to dance) 
and the drive to cease movement (to sleep): “Dès le lever, Plectrude attendait le 




abandonner pendant la nuit était si voluptueux qu’on ne parvenait à penser à autre 
chose” (Nothomb 109). The word “carcasse” suggests the near-death place that Plectrude 
occupies; it differs from “cadavre” in that it evokes the stripping away of flesh to the 
bones (usually that of an animal), emphasizing Plectrude’s skeletal, dehumanized state. 
Sleep in this passage becomes a “voluptuous” state of abandon, the same transcendent 
state of “oubli” (129) that dance seeks. As these two drives operate simultaneously, and 
as sleep becomes a competing obsession to that of dance, Plectrude moves closer and 
closer to this state of zero energy, or inertia, which represents her drive toward death, and 
more specifically, suicide. 
 
2.2.3 Oblivion to Battle 
 
As Plectrude excessively shrinks her physical body mass, we are reminded of the 
implications of “excess” in the concept of decadence. If, as David Weir argues, “Excess 
or ‘too muchness’ is the hallmark of Decadence” (2), I suggest that Plectrude’s decadence 
is characterized not by gluttony but by the unexpected counterpart we saw in À Rebours: 
excessive minimization. Once again, decadence in Robert is embodied not by excess, but 
by lack. Likewise, the ballet dancer—like this minimalistic, pared-down fairy tale that 
transgresses the boundaries of genre—“achieves transcendence through constraint” 
(Kemp 58). 
 Plectrude’s quest for transcendence justifies gambling with her physical body—




bones. Plectrude’s “Holy Grail” transcends bodily existence through ballet: “Car le Graal 
du ballet, c’est l’envol…l’art de s’envoler” (Nothomb 120). As mentioned, phrases 
associated with the Holy Grail of flight include: “ivresse absolue” (Nothomb 112) and “la 
transe de l’envol” (Nothomb 129), as well as “une drogue dure” (Nothomb 122), “oubli” 
(Nothomb 129), “se jeter dans l’espace” (Nothomb 121), “un idéal terrifiant,” and 
“transcendence” (Nothomb 119). Each of these phrases contains connotations, both subtle 
and direct, of a drug-like, out of body experience. To fly is the elusive goal of physical 
weightlessness, and what enables “l’oubli” is an unburdening with regards to emotions 
and thought. This state of oblivion is a direct cause of anorexia, in which “le 
bouleversement hormonal qu’entraîne la privation alimentaire crée un état d’euphorie et 
d’anesthésie. C’est cet état qui est recherché comme l’on recherche l’effet d’une drogue” 
(Bernfeld 59). We see a similar state—an  “emptying” of the mind—during Plectrude’s 
struggle at school, when she decides that the key to her academic success is due to an 
absence of thought, “l’irreflexion absolue” (Nothomb 66). Likewise, the will to fly by 
means of ballet represents a Holy Grail because it achieves a state nearest to 
weightlessness and oblivion: liberation from the gravity of existence, defined as 
thoughtful self-consciousness. As we shall see throughout the novel, Plectrude’s quest 
involves a transition from desiring drug-like oblivion to the acceptance of a more 
thoughtful, if somewhat heavier, awareness of being. That is, she accepts a state of self-
consciousness.  
 This struggle against gravity represents another turning point in the novel: when 




toward oblivion and death. Plectrude passes from a state of being “nourished” by oblivion 
to a state of being “nourished” by hatred of her teachers. As we have seen, Plectrude’s 
quest involves a movement toward oblivion—part of the death drive—which ultimately 
becomes a struggle for weightlessness. Instead of actual food, Plectrude attempts to 
subsist on this ecstasy of unconsciousness: “Ce que Plectrude vivait à l’école des rats 
s’appelait l’ivresse: cette extase se nourrissait d’une dose énorme de l’oubli. Oubli des 
privations, de la souffrance physique, du danger, de la peur… elle pouvait se jeter dans la 
danse et y connaître la folle illusion, la transe de l’envol” (Nothomb 129). This ecstasy is 
actually fed by this enormous “dose” of oblivion—in Freud’s terms, a state of inertia. In 
the moment of throwing herself into space, in this trance-like state of flight, she rids 
herself of fear, of consciousness, of physical suffering, of danger and most importantly, 
of desire. Yet this same quest toward oblivion is leading her closer and closer toward 
death.  
What counteracts this movement toward oblivion and toward death is that 
Plectrude begins to struggle: she begins to dance against her teachers. With “la voix de 
l’enfance encore proche” (Nothomb 116), she begins to ruminate on the meaning of “rat,” 
realizing that the school is named after the teachers: “Ils sont ses pires ennemis! Ils sont 
choisis pour leur haine de la danse” (Nothomb 116). As Plectrude sees the teachers as 
enemies, she begins to regain her (formerly subjugated) spirit of childhood. As she 
visualizes her teachers’ teeth gnawing at the flesh of ballerinas, she is actually nourished 
by these words and images, literally consulting the Petit Robert for her own sustenance: 




gourmandise and délectation: ‘rat d’égout, être fait comme un rat, face de rat, radin, 
rapiat’” (Nothomb 117). These words and their definitions facilitate a state of 
“toomuchness”; that is, these words no longer simply signify but rather, they perform in 
excess of their intended function. Moreover, Plectrude literally and metaphorically 
relishes them. Even though Plectrude does not eat actual food, she literally draws vitality 
from the words in the dictionary, illustrating the nourishing aspect of words: their power 
to alter emotions, physiological states, actions, and bodily compositions. 
Plectrude consumes these words with gusto, and they provide her with the energy 
she requires to eventually escape the school and a path of self-destruction. As Plectrude 
begins to comprehend “la mission suprême de leur sadisme” (Nothomb 117), she passes 
from the state of oblivion into an awareness that fuels a desire for combat: “C’est ainsi 
qu’en secret, Plectrude apprit aussi à danser contre eux” (Nothomb 118). The act of 
dancing against her teachers marks the turning point in which Plectrude begins to view 
herself as having agency in her own fairy tale (rather than being a passive fairy child who 
simply embodies a multiplicity of essences), a heroine not only on an unconscious quest 
for the transcendent, but one who intentionally and self consciously chooses to engage in 
pain and conflict. 
 This conflict against both literal and emotional weight—“elle se sentait comme 
l’héroine unique d’une lutte contre la pesanteur” (Nothomb 132)— extends into a 
struggle against the softness and spinelessness of her family. She is struck by her family’s 
excessive softness: “cette mollesse étale et sans but” (Nothomb 125). The word “étale” 




nowhere. Just as Plectrude is repulsed by her family’s “flabbiness,” her family is 
disturbed by Plectrude’s skeletal physique, (with the exception of Clémence, who is 
proud of her “courage”). Plectrude is therefore miserable at the dance school but equally 
uncomfortable at home (Nothomb 122-125).  
This softness leads to a slumping, or a lack of spine, which is the opposite 
physical state that ballet commends: “Comme ils sont affalé! Comme ils sont soumis aux 
lois de la pesanteur. La vie, ce doit être plus et mieux que ça” (Nothomb 127). What 
Plectrude first notices that her family’s bodies submit to the laws of gravity; they are thus 
limited by the physical world. Plectrude’s destiny, on the other hand, is to defy 
constraints through flight. The sentiment that life should be “better” reminds us of 
Lucette, who was unable to accept anything less than “féerique,” seemingly incapable of 
functioning in a mediocre world under limitations. Yet Plectrude’s reaction to the 
flabbiness of her family actually begins to operate in a protective manner, creating an 
added layer to her struggle “contre ses professeurs, contre sa famille” (Nothomb 119). 
The struggle that began with her teachers extends now to her family, which leads to 
Plectrude’s fight against Clémence, who is encouraging her anorexia on a road to death.  
As we have seen, the extremes of ballet and anorexia function as ways of refusing 
adolescence, and in particular, sexuality. Plectrude is not only disturbed by her family’s 
flabbiness, she is particularly disgusted by the fact that her friend Roselyne has begun 
wearing a bra, which represents both extra weight and the onslaught of adolescence. 
Karin Bernfeld discusses the way the disease of anorexia is compounded by a disgust and 




déstabilisent l’adolescent vulnérable dans son corps, et ce corps devient un problème. Il 
faut alors dominer ce corps, le modifier, contrôler son aspect physique” (58). Bernfeld 
quotes an anonymous anorexic woman who writes: “Mes seins me faisaient honte. Je me 
refusais à être femme. Ce corps sexué me dégoûtait plus que tout” (57). For Plectrude, the 
sexualized body is a source of disgust, whereas the childlike, asexual body is divine. 
Therefore a refusal of fleshliness ultimately represents a refusal of sexuality.  
Plectrude thus begins to dance against her teachers and her family, against 
softness and against heaviness. It is at this point that the function of anorexia in the novel 
changes. Plectrude’s anorexia begins as a result of Plectrude’s external environment, as 
part of the subjugation process enforced by the teachers of the ballet school, who 
demonize food and praise the most skeletal students. To understand the way Plectrude’s 
anorexia evolves, it is necessary to look at the disease through two specific viewpoints: 1) 
that of a desire to be purified (a “fasting” or purification/perfection ritual, the type of 
fasting that we see in Medieval spiritual texts), and 2) as a type of protest against 
mediocrity. Thus we see that Plectrude’s quest for the ideal involves dancing against 
various things in the physical world associated with banality, softness, and conformity. 
In a religious sense, the act of fasting is associated with abstinence and 
asceticism. The physical body abstains from food in order to purify the soul. From a 
biographical standpoint, Amanieux suggests that Nothomb’s own experience with 
anorexia at the age of twelve also involved a quest for purification, which occurred after 
the personal trauma of a rape in Bangladesh: “Amélie cherchait à purifier son corps dans 




in the introduction, we see this type of extreme/excessive abstinence for purification 
rituals in Medieval spiritual texts, such as in the case of Catherine of Siena, where a 
refusal to eat is part of the sanctification process (Walker Bynum 241). The religious 
undertones in Nothomb’s text are evidenced by the fact that Plectrude had integrated into 
her school like a “Carmelite” (Nothomb 133), a reference to a 12th century Roman 
Catholic religious order. In a sense, Plectrude “purifies” herself of the messiness 
associated with adolescence and “sanctifies” her physical body—by making it as 
minimalistic as possible—for the ideal of ballet. Yet this process of purification—by 
which all excess is ridded in the quest for absolute refinement—is paradoxically 
excessive, a symptom of the decadence we saw in chapter one. 
In Holy Feast and Holy Fast, Carolyn Walker Bynum has discussed the role of 
food for saints in Medieval Europe. In connecting Plectrude’s anorexia to the extremism 
of medieval fasting practices, I do not wish to suggest that the modern term “anorexia” 
necessarily applies to medieval saints; however, I do want to highlight the perfectionistic 
aspect of anorexia that aims to purify and sanctify through suffering, a 
symptom/manifestation of the phenomenon of asceticism-with-excess of decadence. 
Fasting, like anorexia, becomes a way to over-discipline the physical body in service of 
the perfection of the metaphysical essence. Bernfeld echoes what she considers frequent 
need of the anorexic to reach an ideal of purity: “Source de dégoût et de honte, le corps 
doit être sans graisse, sans formes, et on cherche en réalité un idéal de pureté qui confine 
l’immatérialité” (48). For Plectrude, anorexia becomes a way to purify her physical body 




This lightness becomes a type of numbness and desensitization, which takes 
another turn in the novel, becoming acute physical agony. The early stages of Plectrude’s 
anorexia entail a desensitized state similar to anesthesia, as she unburdens herself of 
emotions and desires. During this period, she waits all day for the moment when she can 
cease movement and sleep. Yet eventually, her sleep states—entailing no awareness of 
sensation—transform into intense physical torment, which Plectrude intentionally invites: 
“Elle compris que la decalcification était la cause de ce tourment” (Nothomb 131).  
During the middle of the night, she experiences excruciating pains in her limbs, to which 
she willingly subjects herself as a form of sacrifice, going beyond the suffering and 
deprivation demanded by the teachers at the ballet school:   
 
Cette carence entraîna très vite d’atroces douleurs dans les jambes, pour peu que 
la petite restât immobile quelques heures, ce qui était le cas la nuit. Pour éliminer 
cette souffrance, il fallait se lever et bouger. Mais le moment où les jambes se 
remettaient en mouvement était un supplice digne d’une séance de torture: 
Plectrude devait mordre un chiffon pour ne pas hurler. Elle avait à chaque fois 
l’impression que les os de ses mollets et de ses cuisses allaient se rompre. 
(Notohmb 131) 
 
The act of staying completely still in bed, as well as the act of getting up, equally cause 
terrible distress, suggesting that pain can only be assuaged with pain. Plectrude knows 




pushes against her body’s physical limitations: at the threshold of death, seeking a limit 
experience as in the snowman scene. However, two important details separate the 
snowman scene from this scene: first, no third-party “intervener” or guardian angel saves 
Plectrude at the last second. Second, in the snowman scene, she experiences a total loss 
of physical sensation: a sublime, hallucinatory experience in which she is anesthetized by 
the hypothermia. In this particular confrontation with existence, Plectrude willingly 
accepts agonizing pain, biting on a rag to keep from screaming. As she approaches closer 
and closer to death, this experience of intense pain functions as a confirmation that she is 
still alive. Plectrude straddles a fine line between existence and non-existence, and the 
torment of her decalcifying bones represents a simultaneous pushing up against—and 
approach of—a state of death. 
Not only is Plectrude aware that “elle jouait sa santé (Nothomb 129), we learn 
that she  has eliminated the one part of her diet that contains calcium, which directly 
leads to this decalcification. Nothomb notes that calcium is what “cements” adolescence 
(130), as a lack of calcium in particular contributes to the malnourishment that results in 
amenorrhea. In her constant process of caloric and emotional reduction, Plectrude had 
recently stopped eating low fat yogurt because “le yaourt maigre était ‘lourd’” (Nothomb 
132). Nothomb writes that even the teachers who demonize all food would not dare to 
eliminate this particular source of calcium, but “Plectrude bannit cet aliment” (Nothomb 
131). Plectrude pushes the extreme limits of the school even further, which shows that 
her anorexia is not a simple matter of meeting the expectations of normativity within the 




be read according to Foucault’s discourse on the gaze, recalling the prisoner in Surveiller 
et Punir, who has become so disciplined and over trained that he severely limits himself 
even when he is not being surveyed. That is, he has internalized the gaze: “Les détenus 
[sont] pris dans une situation de pouvoir dont ils sont eux-mêmes les porteurs” (203). 
Even though Plectrude is thinner than the teachers demand, she restrains herself even 
when they are not watching. Yet on the other hand, she has limited herself beyond the 
rats’ most extreme limitations, taking the rules of the school “jusqu’au bout” (Nothomb 
157). By imposing her own limits, it would seem that she has taken charge of her own 
agency, refusing to conform to the school’s expectations.  
In chapter one, we examined the phenomenon of ingestion and assimilation; that 
is, the way that food represents matter outside the body, yet the body absorbs and 
assimilates food into its own tissues. In Vibrant Matter, Jane Bennett writes of the “ 
‘productive power’ of food” to “generate new human tissue” (40). Matter generates 
(more) matter. Yet we encounter a tension in definitions of “lightness” and “heaviness,” 
in the sense that these qualities (in food) do not translate to the same measurements of 
weight (on the body). That is, the idea of “light” yogurt being heavy is paradoxical in that 
“light” food can contribute to “added weight”.54 In Nothomb’s text, “yogurt” is classified 
as “heavy” (131-132) because it is a dairy product that contains calcium, a nutritive 
substance that is closely associated with female hormones and therefore the dreaded 
 
54 There is nothing simple about what constitutes “light” food and what constitutes 
“heavy” food, and definitions vary across cultures depending on factors such as the 
season and time of day. In Italy, “tomatoes,” which are composed mainly of water 
(something many would classify as “light”), are generally considered “heavy” because 
they are acidic, “unless they are cooked a long time, whereupon it becomes light” (Donna 




threshold of adolescence. In Robert, “added weight” directly evokes adolescence, 
whereas childhood embodies a state of weightlessness. 
Plectrude’s over-constraint becomes a refusal to conform to the school’s 
constraints, but the excessive minimization of her body eventually reaches a tipping point 
of irreversibility. She can no longer return to eating light yogurt, the one thing that might 
have prevented the decalcification of her bones: “Pourtant, elle ne put se décider à 
reprendre de ce maudit yaourt. Sans le savoir, elle était victime de la machine intérieure 
de l’anorexie, qui considère chaque privation comme irréversible, sauf à ressentir une 
culpabilité insoutenable” (Nothomb 131; emphasis mine). The irreversibility of her 
anorexia indicates that she has lost agency in attempting to gain it through a refusal to 
conform. That is, Plectrude has reached a tipping point. In falling victim to the mental 
mechanisms of anorexia, in which guilt prevents the consumption of all nutrition, she 
continues on a path toward death, having lost both agency and authorship of her life and 
body (her artwork). Yet being on the threshold of death, ironically, restores her life. 
Plectrude is ultimately characterized as an “assemblage d’ossements” (Nothomb 
132), suggesting that she is now almost purely physical: a composite of minerals. 
Plectrude’s stepfather is horrified, calling her a skeleton, and her sisters and Roselyne 
regard her as a stranger:  “Elle ne faisait plus partie de leur groupe: ils ne se sentaient rien 
de commun avec cet assemblage d’ossements” (Nothomb 132).55 However, Clémence 
praises her beauty, serving as her “colonne vertébrale” (Nothomb 133), the body part that 
centers a body’s posture in ballet, but is also the last element that remains of Plectrude’s 
 





physical stature. Plectrude loses two more pounds, and “la danseuse éprouvait encore 
moins de sentiments. Elle ne souffrit donc pas de cette exclusion” (Nothomb 132). As her 
body is whittled away to almost nothing but bones, she narrows emotional suffering 
down even further. Her body, reduced to “a sack of bones,” excludes her from everyone, 
further emphasizing her state of being on the margins—or in terms of thresholds, the 
outer edge—of life. 
This exclusion is justified because Plectrude is approaching her goal: that is, as 
she approaches death, she is simultaneously closer to attaining her elusive aim of flight:  
 
Le Graal était l’envol et, de tous les chevaliers, Plectrude était la plus proche de 
l’atteindre. Que lui importaient les douleurs nocturnes en regard de l’immensité 
de sa quête?... La danseuse s’intégra à son école comme une carmélite à son 
ordre. En dehors de l’établissement, point de salut. Elle était l’étoile montante. On 
parlait d’elle en haut lieu: elle le savait. (132-133)  
 
Nothomb never states that Plectrude’s goal is to become the principle dancer at the École 
des Rats, or to go on to dance with a prestigious ballet company, suggesting that social or 
professional status is irrelevant. Rather, Plectrude’s goal is to fly, which represents a state 
of intangible transcendence. Indeed, we encounter words and phrases that suggest 
infinity, illimitability, and the divine, like the power and weightlessness of the “plume” in 
Mallarmé’s poem. The phrase “immensité de sa quête” is particularly perplexing, because 




compared to a knight (a figure that often plays into a fairy tale or a conte merveilleux) 
and to a saint (a merveilleux chrétien who performs miracles), both figures with 
“transcendent” goals. In Medieval literature, knights’ quests/deeds are often portrayed as 
extraordinary or magical/supernatural, and saints attempt to transcend the imminent in 
favor of the eternal. Plectrude is aware that she is close to attaining her goal of flight; she 
is finally approaching transcendence. All is falling in line with the destined trajectory of 
exceptionality that her mother Lucette spelled out for her. In terms of decadent reversals 
of ends/beginnings, we might say that Plectrude is approaching two things at once—
death and flight—in the same way that decadence involves the simultaneous approach of 
an ending and a beginning, producing a nostalgic sense of “has been” as well as 
anticipation of novelty or innovation. The concurrent approach of these two thresholds 
can be thought of in mathematical terms as an asymptotic function, in which two lines get 
closer and closer, but never meet. 
The paradox is that Plectrude is pushing up against two thresholds at once: she is 
approaching death, yet she is simultaneously approaching her goal of flight. Will these 
thresholds meet? 
 
2.2.4 The Body Intervenes 
 
Jane Bennett’s concept of thing-power, as defined throughout Vibrant Matter, can 
help us explain the role of Plectrude’s body in the text as an “assemblage” with agency. 




human agency, in that the human mind, or what we might call “will,” is not as free as it 
would seem, influenced by a confluence of factors, including the nutritional and the 
hormonal. In Robert, the materiality of Plectrude’s body—the vibrant matter of her 
bones— also possesses a power of its own to act and intervene. In her work on vital 
materialism, Bennett draws from Spinoza’s belief that “bodies enhance their power in or 
as a heterogeneous assemblage,” which:  
 
suggests for the concept of agency… that the efficacy or effectivity to which that 
term has traditionally referred becomes distributed across an ontologically 
heterogeneous field, rather than being a capacity localized in a human body or in 
a collective produced (only) by human efforts. (23) 
 
Bennett defines assemblages as “ad hoc groupings of diverse elements, of vibrant 
material of all sorts. Assemblages are living, throbbing confederations that are able to 
function despite the persistent presence of energies that confound them from within” (23-
24). Considering this, we might say—in very simple terms—that Plectrude’s very body 
seems to possess a mind of its own, which operates despite Plectrude’s actual mind, 
which has reached the “tipping point” of anorexia, rendering her unable to eat. As we 
shall see, Plectrude’s very body intervenes in this decadent fairy tale. 
The name “Plectrude” can also be considered a form of vibrant matter, 
considering that Nothomb gives the name physical weight by calling it a talisman. In 




le langage tisse du corps, particulièrement le nom propre” (253). Words, and especially 
the proper name, are physical and substantial. The name/ballet-body Plectrude—the 
talisman that “destined” her to dance—acts as a protection, but in a different way than her 
birth mother Lucette projected. Lucette had intended that her name protect the 
protagonist from mediocrity and limitations. Instead, Plectrude’s physical body 
intervenes to thwart her death. Whereas Plectrude’s former state involved sleep as the 
highest ideal (Nothomb 110), Plectrude now lies awake all night, her bones on the verge 
of collapsing. Eventually, her body can no longer sustain her minimal weight, and she 
falls, cracking her hip and thus landing in the safety of the hospital. Here, Plectrude’s 
own bones—rather than a physical person, such as Roselyne—intercede. In the hospital, 
Plectrude is kept alive in spite of herself, showing that her talismanic name/body protects 
her from her very self. 
The doctor at the hospital informs her that her bones are those of a menopausal 
woman of sixty, suggesting that physically, Plectrude has literally skipped adolescence 
and much of adulthood. The doctor notes: “Je ne savais pas qu’on recrutait les danseuses 
dans les camps de concentration” (Nothomb 135).56 When the doctor suggests that the 
school is at fault for her physical deterioration, she still tries to protect the ballet school 
like a loyal knight: “Vous insultez mon école!” (Nothomb 135). The major shock comes 
when the doctor tells her that she will never be able to dance again: “Annoncer à 
Plectrude qu’elle ne pourrait plus danser revenait à Napoléon qu’il n’aurait jamais plus 
 
56 In Biographie de la Faim, Nothomb writes of her adolescence, during which she read 
literature that dealt with the subject of concentration camps during the Second World 
War. That the dance school is compared to a concentration camp further underlines the 




d’armée: c’était la priver non pas de sa vocation mais de son destin” (Nothomb 136-137). 
This news represents a sort of death, as the death of dance translates to the death of 
“Plectrude” as she has been constructed thus far, by both the author and by the forces 
spelled out by her mother Lucette.  
The doctor’s prognosis indicates that Plectrude no longer possesses a ballet body. 
Yet the talismanic name of Plectrude—a physical body on its own—still exists. Without 
the “destiny” of ballet, it would seem that the protagonist might choose death.  That is, 
she either continues her quest for the elusive “infinity” without the means of ballet, or she 
allows herself to die by refusing food. In the hospital, a machine feeds her nutrients 
against her will, metaphorically injecting her body with unhappiness: “Dans son lit 
d’hôpital, elle regardait le goutte-à-goutte qui la nourrissait: elle avait vraiment la 
conviction qu’il lui injectait du Malheur en guise d’aliment” (Nothomb 137). Again, the 
intake of food is associated with the biological production of emotions. In a deep 
depression, she is unable to swallow anything: “On diagnostiqua une dépression 
profonde. Elle ne pouvait rien avaler. Encore heureux qu’il y eût le goutte-à-goutte. Ce 
dernier lui inspirait le dégoût: il était ce qui la rattachait à la vie, malgré elle” (Nothomb 
138). The word goutte-à-goutte is possibly a word play between goutte and dégoût, 
suggesting her distaste for life. The pronoun “il” here is thus ambiguous; as it may 
reference the goutte-à-goutte machine or to the dégoût. The machine is an outside 
mechanism that literally injects life into her body—life itself symbolized by “malheur.” 
Yet “malheur” and “dégoût” are affective emotions, suggesting that Plectrude’s 




The cracking of her hip, which deprives her of her ballet destiny, marks the 
undoing of the fairy tale. As we shall see, Nothomb subverts the “morphologie du conte” 
as outlined by Vladimir Propp with an unexpected, unclassifiable, and “absurd” ending. 
When Plectrude (and by extension, Clémence’s) worlds crash, Plectrude is forced to 
rebuild her life both mentally and physically. In short, she must rewrite the story. By 
consuming food, she literally reinforces her life by transforming from a skeleton to a 
body with more substantial mass. Mentally, in accepting food, she accepts the human 
emotions attached to life.   
 
2.2.5 Plectrude Reconstructed 
 
As the fairy tale unravels, we encounter several passages: from a skeletal body to 
one that is more substantial, from the avoidance of adolescence to an acceptance of 
adulthood, from oblivion to self-consciousness, from “extraordinary” to the resemblance 
of “normalcy,” and from “destiny” to a sense of the “absurd.” The one immutable aspect 
of the novel is the protective component of Plectrude’s talismanic name, which operates 
“miraculously.” Plectrude continues to shock and to defy the odds jusqu’au bout.  
Nothomb uses the religiously charged word miracle to describe the extraordinary 
things that Plectrude does. For a former anorexic, it is “extraordinary” that she does not 
experience guilt when she begins eating (Nothomb 142). When ridiculed for gaining 
weight, Nothomb writes: “Une fillette, face à un tel désastre, n’a que deux possibilités: la 




dans l’autre” (Nothomb 146; emphasis mine). Recall that miraculously, she did not 
resemble a cadaver, even at 35 kilos (130). Plectrude herself is a construct of decadent 
aberration, and in religious terminology, Plectrude as a spelled name is not only a 
magical spell, she is also a sort of miracle. 
In order for Plectrude’s life to be reconstructed, the relationship between 
Plectrude and Clémence must deteriorate entirely. When Plectrude is informed that she 
can never dance again, her stepmother stops eating. Plectrude says: “Maman se prend 
pour moi” (Nothomb 140). Realizing that the two beings have become intermingled, 
Plectrude forces herself to eat milk chocolate in the presence of her stepmother, in hopes 
that if she heals her own body, her mother will recover. Clémence responds with disgust 
at witnessing her eating: “Tu me dégoûtes” (Nothomb 141). Once again, eating (which 
sustains life) inspires dégoût. After vomiting up the chocolate, Plectrude cries herself to 
sleep. When she wakes, she is filled with a miraculous hunger, which represents a hunger 
for life, what Nothomb calls “un phénomène invraisemblable” (142). From this point on, 
Plectrude’s body is literally reconstructed:  
 
En vérité, c’était une santé suprême qui intimait à Plectrude d’avoir faim: elle 
avait des années d’adolescence à rattraper. Grâce à sa frénésie de fromage, elle 
grandit de trois centimètres. Un mètre cinquante-huit, c’était quand même mieux 






Plectrude eats out of a hunger to redeem the years of adolescent life that she had missed, 
and her body literally grows into the size of a “normal” adult. That Nothomb highlights 
the body’s physical changes shows that the more abstract ideal of transcendence or the 
symbol of “flight” no longer take precedence over the physical, grounded weightiness of 
human life, recalling the idea of “toucher terre” (52). This suggests that Plectrude has 
accepted her physical weight in space. In having her period, Plectrude accepts 
adolescence and adulthood, and thus affect. 
Not only does the mother/daughter relationship break down, it is almost 
completely destroyed, causing Plectrude to begin rebuilding her life from zero. This 
process begins with Clémence admitting to Plectrude the truth concerning the 
circumstances of her birth: “Clémence lui raconta tout: Lucette, Fabien, l’assassinat de 
Fabien par Lucette, sa naissance en prison, le suicide de Lucette” (Nothomb 144). In 
stating that Plectrude is not her daughter, Clémence cruelly removes all sense of security 
and family that Plectrude has: “Tout s’effondrait: elle n’avait plus de destin, elle n’avait 
plus de parents, elle n’avait plus rien” (Nothomb 145). Plectrude must literally start from 
nothing. In a sense, Plectrude is reborn, but reborn into adulthood. The new knowledge of 
her origins (which entails the loss of her current family unit and the antithesis of her 
previous “oblivion”) actually activates her survival instinct, what I call the protective 
aspect of her talismanic name. 
As Plectrude goes from “ignorance” to “connaissance”—symbolized by the 
separation of the physical and metaphysical entities of “Clémence” and “Plectrude”—she 




adulthood. Specifically, Plectrude begins to function in the physical world rather than in 
her own separate “fairy tale” dimension that she and Clémence previously inhabited. The 
relationship of Clémence and Plectrude takes the following course: 1) the mother and the 
daughter intermingled as one entity, 2) the painful separation of the two entities, and 3) 
Clémence’s blatant antagonism toward Plectrude, which triggers Plectrude’s “birth” into 
adulthood. Not only do the mother and daughter break apart, they actually switch places: 
“Puisque sa mère est devenue folle, elle serait adulte à sa place” (Nothomb 148). The 
“folie” of Clémence brings out the adult in Plectrude and along with it, the realization 
that she was never allowed to be “normal” as a child. When Clémence tells Plectrude, 
who weighs a normal 47 kilos, that she is “obese,” Plectrude responds: “Ça ne te fait pas 
plaisir, que je sois enfin normale?” (Nothomb 148) The idea of “normal” serves as 
euphemism for the monstrosity of mediocrity: the cardinal crime that defined Lucette’s 
universe. When Clémence continues asserting that Plectrude is “enormous”—a word that 
implies a transgression of “normalness”— at an even lower weight than her “normal” 
sister Béatrice, she realizes that the rules of “normal” never applied to her: “Tout ce 
qu’elle comprit, c’est que sa soeur avait le droit d’être normale et pas elle” (Nothomb 
150). This realization, which would have destroyed many other adolescents, cannot 
destroy Plectrude: “A sa place, nombre d’adolescentes se seraient suicidées. L’instinct de 
survie devait être sacrément ancré en Plectrude car elle finit par se relever en disant à 
haute et calme voix: —Je ne te laisserai pas me tuer maman” (Nothomb148). In voicing 
these words aloud, Plectrude affirms her will to live. Through language, she performs the 




who was formerly a component of her ballet body, serving as her “colonne vertébrale” 
(Nothomb133)—now functions as the catalyst (or tipping point) that sets Plectrude’s 
survival instinct in motion. It is the breakdown of the relationship between Plectrude and 
her wicked stepmother that leads to Plectrude’s reconstruction. 
As Christopher Lloyd posits, “Decadence implies […] a dislocation of fixed 
forms, a crossing of conventionally accepted boundaries, and a concomitant 
preoccupation with myths of degeneration and regeneration” (“French Naturalism” 71). 
Plectrude’s bodily trajectory of deconstruction-reconstruction speaks to these proverbial 
preoccupations with degeneration-regeneration in the 19th decadent consciousness. That 
is, Plectrude’s body is clearly a decadent construct, one that “ends” and subsequently 
“begins” again. In Robert, Nothomb dismantles the categorizable “forms” and 
“functions” of the fairy tale genre; her protagonist creates a choreography of playing with 
boundary lines and dancing on thresholds; and Plectrude’s body undergoes a process of 
degeneration— her bones literally decay—and subsequent regeneration. Yet Plectrude—
like Houellebecq’s protagonist in Soumission— is given a chance at rebirth: a second life. 
As Plectrude’s body (literally) regenerates into a being with more substantial body mass, 
the text itself takes an unexpected turn, begging the final question: who is the director of 





Section Three: Cadavre Encombrant 
 
2.3.1 Performance and Repetition 
 
Throughout Robert, the word “destiny” is repeatedly evoked to portray 
Plectrude’s quest for infinity. After Plectrude’s hip cracks, and as she physically and 
mentally begins a process of (bodily) regeneration and (textual) reconstruction, we begin 
to see a back and forth movement between the fixedness of “destiny” and the 
unpredictable chaos of the absurd: the tension involved in “destins hirsutes.” In this 
chapter, I define the absurd as the impossibility of establishing any definitive meaning. 
This definition extends to an author’s inability to control the reading of a text, in the 
sense that once the words have been put on paper—leaving the hand of the author—she 
must relinquish control of the way it is received and constituted. We encounter the same 
tension—the interconnection between randomness and order—captured in Mallarme’s 
“Un Coup de Dès,” as mentioned in the introduction.57 In this poem, the dice are cast, just 
as words are released into a void. Multiple readings of this poem are possible, due to the 
placement of the words on the page and the use of blank (negative) space. This poem 
unleashes impossible questions related to order versus chaos; even when words are 
placed one after another in traditional sentences, numerous readings are still possible. In 
Robert, this same tension that is predicated on unpredictability is played out upon 
Plectrude’s discovery of literature—an “ivresse”—through the playwright Ionesco. 
 




The feverish intoxication of reading Ionesco replaces the “ivresse” of ballet: “Elle 
connut enfin cette fièvre qui pousse à lire des nuits entières” (Nothomb 153). Ionesco 
becomes Plectrude’s new destiny, which is ironic considering that Ionesco’s work 
symbolizes the absurd, the very opposite of the fixed and meaningful path that destiny 
implies: “‘Ionesco est l’auteur qui m’était destiné,’ pensa l’adolescente. Elle en conçut un 
bonheur considérable, l’ivresse que seule peut procurer la découverte d’un livre aimé” 
(Nothomb 153). Crucially, Plectrude’s first literary passion for Ionesco does not turn her 
into an avid reader; rather, she decides she will read no one but Ionesco, priding herself 
on her “fidélité” (Nothomb 153). Even in this new state of relative “normalcy,” there still 
seems to be no moderate space for Plectrude: rather, her apprenticeships are strictly a 
matter of all or nothing. In terms of thresholds, Plectrude approaches both the “all” and 
the “nothing” with seemingly equal gusto; at the ballet school, she approached a state of 
zero energy with what I would call a certain vibrancy. 
Plectrude first discovers Ionesco’s La Cantatrice chauve, a play known for its 
circular structure: the original version of the play ends in the exact way that it began, with 
the stage directions calling for a repetition of the first scene. The circularity of Ionesco’s 
works mirrors Plectrude’s determination to repeat her mother’s story, thus bringing 
Lucette’s trajectory full-circle. She decides that she has two years to find a father to bear 
her child, to actually produce the child, and to commit suicide. Plectrude encounters 
another Ionesco play, but this time, she embodies one of its characters. She is chosen to 
play the student in La Leçon: “Elle avait toujours été ce rôle, cette fille si enthousiaste 




155). (That she had “always been this role” recalls that “multiplicity of essences” that 
Plectrude embodies, as in the mirror scene where Plectrude recognized herself in each of 
the eternal icons). Again, Nothomb uses the word “élus” to describe her apprenticeships, 
evoking both religious connotations and a sense of destiny. Plectrude’s enthusiasm goes 
to such an extreme that she “destroys” and “perverts” her undertakings, taking them to 
the “end” of themselves: “jusqu’au bout” (Nothomb 157). In La Leçon, the teacher—
whose explanations become increasingly meaningless and absurd throughout the play—
eventually kills the student. The play ends with the professor’s maid welcoming the next 
pupil: in a seeming attempt to repeat the beginning. If repetition represents an attempt to 
establish or negotiate meaning— thereby creating order—it seems that Plectrude would 
end her story in the same way that it began: with a suicide. (Yet we must consider that the 
ending both is and is not the same as the beginning: the second time, the entire play has 
been played out by the actors and previously experienced by the reader/audience). The 
experience is thus inevitably different the second time, despite the direct repetition, 
suggesting an unpredictability (chaos) with regards to the possibility of repetition. Is 
Plectrude’s attempt at the repetition of her mother’s suicide an intention to establish—or 
to defy—meaning? Or, as I shall address in the next section, does her suicide simply 
represent an aesthetic ideal, one that is ultimately absurd if life’s meaning is impossible 
to establish? 
Ionesco’s presence also illuminates the central tension in the novel involving the 
binary of chaos and order: the performative power of language to “spell” destinies. 




she demonstrates through language the destiny the two will follow:  “Lors d’une 
répétition, comme il lui disait une réplique d’une vérité prodigieuse (‘La philologie mène 
au crime’), elle lui répondit qu’il serait le père de son enfant. Il cru à un procédé 
langagier digne de La Cantatrice chauve et acquiesça. La nuit, elle le prit au mot” 
(Nothomb 155-156). It is in response to the line “philology leads to crime”—which is an 
acknowledgement of the destructive power of the knowledge of language— that 
Plectrude tells the boy that he will be the father of her child. He acquiesces to the 
linguistic device that she used. That she “takes him at his word” represents a speech act: 
the characters will accomplish what they have uttered, literally acting out the lines they 
deliver and producing a child. Language is thereby fundamentally performative.  
This acknowledgement of the performative and prophetic power of words reveals 
one of the problems with relation to prophecy or fortune telling. Do spoken words set 
events in to motion (such as a promise to marry: “I do”); or rather, as in the case of 
fortune telling, do we notice particular events because one is attuned to words that have 
been spoken? That is, to what extent does the power of suggestion come into play? 
Nothomb plays with these tensions, alternately affirming and questioning them 
throughout the novel. In this section of the novel, what is spoken is directly enacted 
(under the influence of Ionesco): “Un mois plus tard, Plectrude sut qu’elle était enceinte. 
Avis à ceux, s’ils existent, qui ne verraient encore en Ionesco qu’un auteur comique” 
(Nothomb 156). We see a tension between Ionesco as a literary representation of the 
absurd (noting the impossibility of any “definite” meaning), and a recognition of the 




still following a specific destiny: to repeat her mother’s suicide. On the other hand, we 
encounter aspects of the “hirsute”: the chaotic and unpredictable. The question arises: is 
our performance of language and our intention to establish meaning through repetition an 
attempt to assign coherence to random events?  
As Plectrude prepares herself for her suicide, several details suggest that she is not 
on a perfectly ordered path. What is certain, however, is that Plectrude is prepared to see 
this trajectory through to its outer limit or extreme:  “Elle était pourtant determinée à aller 
jusqu’au bout” (Nothomb 157; emphasis mine). Plectrude gives birth to Simon at the age 
of nineteen, the same age at which Lucette gave birth to her. However, she has already 
determined not to kill the boy’s father; in this way, Plectrude’s ending will not cleanly 
repeat that of her mother’s. Furthermore, her choice of suicide location indicates that she 
might change her mind at the last second: “Le Pont Neuf fut élu qui la séduisit tant par 
son ancienneté que par ses plates-formes en demi-lune, idéales pour les réflexions de 
dernière minute” (Nothomb 160). The word “ancienneté” suggests the fullness of time—
the boundlessness of stretching back to infinity—as opposed to the precision and 
specificity of “la dernière seconde” (Nothomb 83), which is a threshold that recalls the 
snowman scene and Roselyne’s interventions to save Plectrude’s life. Finally, that the 
protagonist prefers the Pont Neuf—conducive to last minute reflections—over the 
“magnificence exagérée” of “le pont Alexandre-III” (Nothomb 160) suggests that 
Plectrude is at least open to the possibility of an outside party who might intervene in her 
attempted suicide. That is, Plectrude allows for unpredictability. 




actions defy the need for commentary. Like her mother, Plectrude does not write a 
suicide note because she does not believe that her suicide demands justification: “Elle 
n’écrivit aucune lettre, pour cette noble raison qu’elle n’aimait pas écrire. De toute 
manière, son acte lui paraissait si lisible qu’elle ne voyait pas la nécessité de l’expliquer” 
(Nothomb 158). Nothomb uses the word “lisible,” as if her actions can be clearly read 
and understood without the aid of writing, possibly alluding to Roland Barthes’ 
distinction between texte lisible and texte scriptable. If so, this suggests that her act has 
one interpretation that is clear to the reader, who takes on a more passive role. Although 
it would appear that Plectrude’s and Lucette’s disdain of written notes challenges the 
necessity for language, I argue that it suggests, rather, the futility of definite explanations. 
Instead of using language to assign meaning to her actions, Plectrude sets out to perform 
her suicide without explanation. Performance is, at the core, an exercise of repetition; one 
recreates a role—over and over again—in a play. The theatricality of the suicide—the 
spectacle—thus becomes paramount. Even though Plectrude is determined to go 
“jusqu’au bout,” she essentially executes no action in this scene. The suicide is nothing 
but a spectacle of repetition.  
As we shall see, Plectrude’s performance of suicide, seemingly an attempt to 
repeat her mother’s suicide, is actually the embodiment of an aesthetic ideal and a 





2.3.2 Spectacle and Sublimation 
 
Like the spectacular suicide attempts of her childhood, the pages leading up to 
Plectrude’s final attempted suicide in the novel are magnificently theatrical. Like an actor 
in a play, Plectrude gets into character by physically donning a costume and applying her 
makeup: “…elle se fut composé un maquillage de fée tragique” (Nothomb 159). To give 
herself courage, she dresses herself in “une robe d’archiduchesse fantasmatique en 
velours bleu nuit, avec des dentelles couleur de vieil or, si somptueuse qu’elle était 
importable” (Nothomb 158). Her costume is sumptuous and colorful, appropriate for an 
“archiduchesse fantasmatique,” as if she were playing the role of a tragic heroine with the 
signature “insolence aristocratique.” That the dress is “importable” suggests that it serves 
aesthetic, rather than practical, purposes. Furthermore, she commands an audience: 
“Hommes et femmes se retournaient sur le passage de cette beauté qui ne s’en rendait pas 
compte, tant son projet l’absorbait. Elle ne s’était plus sentie aussi euphorique depuis 
l’enfance” (Nothomb 160).  
The phrase “depuis l’enfance” contains several implications. First, childhood is 
represented throughout Nothomb’s work as a time of exultation, unburdened by 
adulthood. Yet the phrase also recalls the snowman scene, when Plectrude was headed 
toward death: the most poignant and intense threshold state found in Robert. In both 
scenarios (the snowman scene and the suicide scene at the bridge), Plectrude is headed 
toward death. The approach of death thus represents the utmost limit/threshold in the 




failure to wait until “the last second” to be saved would constitute a “faute de goût” (83). 
The theatrical nature of this spectacle is further emphasized by the fact that this striking 
woman “flotta dans sa robe” with her “chevelure magnifique,” an allusion to Baudelaire’s 
La Chevelure. That she is floating evokes the sense of flying, as if returning to the 
lightness of childhood. It would seem that Plectrude is repeating the euphoric snowman 
scene, the crowning moment of ecstasy in the novel. Her suicide, then, can be read as a 
desire to repeat the past, or at least, to recreate some type of suicidal aesthetic associated 
with her mother’s death. The very idea puts her into an agreeable state of mind: “La 
perspective du suicide la mettait d’excellente humeur” (Nothomb 159), showing that the 
idea of the act appeals more than the act itself. Moreover, if Plectrude performs and 
embodies “the suicide threshold” as a sublime aesthetic ideal, then the irreconcilable 
questions of destiny or the absurd that have burdened the novel become irrelevant. 
Plectrude simply embodies the purity of an ideal, the same goal as in Symbolist poetry. 
What sobers the intoxication of the suggestion of suicide is the realization of 
earthly eternity that Plectrude will miss out on if she kills herself. Throughout the novel, 
the word “eternity” or “infini” is associated with a notion of transcendence: “l’infini qui 
était en elle” (Nothomb 100). Plectrude physically “embodies” infinity. Yet we cannot 
know what is meant by the notion of infinity. In a Barthesian sense, this text is scriptible; 
the reader must interact with the text to interpret the words such as “infinity” or 
“transcendence” repeated throughout the novel. Moreover, as Plectrude approaches the 
bridge, she is struck by the weight of time: “Soudain l’âge du monde frappe Plectrude: 




160-161) Plectrude suddenly becomes aware that her nineteen years will become 
wrapped up in the boundlessness of the centuries of Paris. Her realization of the 
weightiness of past centuries and the fragile lightness of her own being seems to trigger 
an epiphany: “transcendence” may be grounded, and “infinity” might be found on earth.  
In the novel, the idea of infinity undergoes a change—from something that is 
inside of her—“l’infini qui était en elle” (Nothomb 100)—to something outside of her, 
something that has been embodied on this very earth. In her state of human-ness—that is, 
a state of fragility and lightness of being— Plectrude begins to lament not being part of 
eternal humanity: “Toute cette grandeur de ce qui dure, toute cette éternité dont elle ne 
ferait pas partie!” (Nothomb 161) This sober realization gives her pause. Finally, 
Plectrude accepts agency and therefore a choice in the matter of suicide. She recognizes 
that in killing herself, she would be obeying her mother: “La seule personne qu’elle avait 
aimée d’amour était sa mère: en se tuant, elle obéissait à celle qui ne l’aimait plus” 
(Nothomb 161). (It is unclear whether the “mother” she speaks of represents Lucette or 
Clémence, whether she is repeating Lucette’s story or obeying Clémence, who wants her 
dead). Crucially, she breaks from both of these maternal relationships, which allows her 
to “spell” out her own definition of the infinite.58 We thus encounter a shift in which the 
“eternal”—the divine, the mystical, and the miraculous—become grounded. Throughout 
the novel, Plectrude herself is linked with ideas of eternity, infinity, and transcendence. 
Indeed, Kemp writes that “the aesthetic ideal that Plectrude embodies is one that 
 
58 In Camille Paglia’s Decadent Personae, the “Mother” is associated with Dionysian 
Chaos, whereas the Father is associated with Apollonian order. Plectrude is only 





substitutes the material world for an ideal aesthetic order” (58). Within this framework, 
ballet represents the ideal aesthetic order of transcendence: a freedom from the physics 
and boundaries of gravity, which draws the body to earth. Plectrude ultimately shifts 
from the transcendent goal of flight to a seeming acceptance of her weight and her 
physical space in the universe, leading to possible textual reconciliation between the 
earthly and the eternal, the imminent and the transcendent. 
Hearkening back to the beginning, we ask: what was intended by the words 
“l’immensité” of the protagonist’s quest? (Nothomb 132-133) The goal of transcendence 
(represented by flight) was always unattainable and ultimately closed off to Plectrude as a 
ballerina in the physical universe: that is, the protagonist was always bound by gravity. 
As Plectrude’s “destiny” to dance is dismantled, has Plectrude lost her “quest” for 




As we saw, when Plectrude considers “l’âge du monde” and “des siècles à Paris,” 
she is unnerved by the idea of all the “eternity” that she will not partake in, to evoke the 
decadent metaphors of hunger and consumption. As Plectrude decides whether or not to 
jump from the bridge, she ruminates about her insatiable hunger that remains unsatisfied, 
and whether she has a soul: “Ma vie a faim et soif, il ne m’est rien arrivé de ce qui peut 
nourrir et abreuver l’existence, j’ai le coeur desséché, la tête dénutrie, à la place de l’âme 




gaping hole in place of a soul. Here, hunger represents an eternal desire rather than a 
physical demand or need. “La tête dénutrie” indicates that the mind lacks sustenance, at 
least a form of sustenance that is sustainable. 
Critics have explored the themes of insatiable hunger throughout Nothomb’s 
work. Amanieux asserts that hunger is Nothomb’s “principe explicatif à son existence” 
(258). In Biographie de la Faim. Nothomb herself writes: “La faim, c’est moi […]. Par 
faim, j’entends ce manqué effroyable de l’être entier, ce vide tenaillant, cette aspiration 
non pas tant à l’utopique plénitude qu’à la simple réalité: là où il n’y a rien, j’implore 
qu’il y ait quelque chose” (20). In Robert, hunger itself creates a type of order. That is, 
hunger is a “base state” of existence. The body constantly refills its energy stores and 
subsequently expires them. This process of filling-emptying out- refilling is a sort of 
decadent process whereby one is constantly on the verge of expiration, requiring constant 
renewal and regeneration. That is, hunger (emptiness; desire) taken to its outermost limit 
is fundamentally a threshold state between life and death.  
The “intervention” occurs as Plectrude ponders these questions of insatiable 
hunger. She hears Matthieu’s voice, which interrupts her ruminations. She wonders 
whether this voice originates “chez les morts ou de chez les vivants” (Nothomb 162), 
showing that she fancies herself on a decadent threshold of life and death. It is at this in-
between place that she asks the major question: should she sustain her existence despite 
this insatiable hunger? Considering her past as an anorexic, in which her hunger aimed to 
eradicate desire, she now confronts a fundamental problem that preceded her anorexia: a 




fundamental state of existence on earth, which, in and of itself, creates a type of order 
amidst the chaos of desire.  
 
2.3.4 Cadavre Encombrant 
 
Enmeshed in this final spectacle of suicide, we encounter the irreconcilable 
tension that defines the novel: the performative “magic” of language, and thus the same 
questions raised in Mallarmé’s Un coup de dès, involving the tension between order 
(destiny) and chaos (absurd). These questions have created a textual “weight”: that is, “un 
cadavre bien encombrant” (Nothomb 107). At the end of the novel, we are met with a 
confounding mixture of details, some which indicate Plectrude’s destiny, and others that 
suggest the absurd. The idea of destiny is supported by the detail that Matthieu woke up 
that day with “le besoin incompréhensible de quitter son XVIIe arrondissement natal pour 
se promener le long de la Seine” (Nothomb 162), which creates a coherence to the story 
in that their meeting was intended to occur, that Plectrude’s suicide was meant to be 
prevented, and that the two were supposed to have lived “happily ever after.” Second, 
Plectrude immediately recognizes Matthieu because of his scar, which suggests a destiny 
of recognition, as in medieval tales. Third, Matthieu recounts his own story, in which he 
had “died” at the age of one year old, having received an electric shock. (Matthieu’s 
mouth has to be reconstructed surgically over a series of operations, which is the origin of 
his “magnificent” scar. Notably, Matthieu’s scar is on his mouth: the body part where 




refused to accept the death (sentence) of his son indicates that his life (the postponing of 
his death) may be a result of his father’s agency rather than destiny: “Le père de Matthieu 
ne put accepter cette sentence électrique” (Nothomb 166). That is, his father would not 
accept the sentence (something stated in words) or the “sentence électrique” (a 
pronouncement or type of judgment). Clearly, the idea of “destiny” is unclear in Robert. 
The text is consistently self-contradictory in its instability between destiny and the 
absurd. That Matthieu had “died” and had been hospitalized eighteen times seem to be 
what destines him for Plectrude: “Ils étaient vraiment destinés l’un à l’autre, ces deux 
êtres qui chacun de manière si différente, au cours de la première année de leur existence, 
avait côtoyé la mort de beaucoup près” (Nothomb 168). That is, the two characters’ 
suffering and near-death experiences seem to join their destinies. Yet Plectrude’s own 
actions are mysterious in that we cannot be certain whether or not Plectrude intended to 
commit suicide. Indeed, Matthieu’s own reaction upon first seeing her reveals that he, 
like the reader, cannot decipher her intentions. On the bridge, Plectrude seems 
“joyeux…elle n’avait pas l’air désespéré” (Nothomb 163). Her “exaltation” gives him the 
impression that she might throw herself into the river, and he calls her name. 
Immediately, Plectrude decides not to jump but also to postpone her suicide: “Je decide 
de remettre ma mort à une date ultérieure” (Nothomb 164).59 This particular line gives 
the reader no closure. Although Plectrude is reunited with the “prince charming,” of the 
 
59The way that Nothomb plays with this “instant” of death recalls Maurice Blanchot’s 
L’Instant de ma mort, in which the narrator is “empêché de mourir par la mort 
même” (7). Death is portrayed as an untranslatable lightness: “Seul demeure le sentiment 
de légèreté qui est la mort même ou, pour le dire plus précisément, l'instant de ma mort 
désormais toujours en instance” (21) The “instant” of death is an unlocatable moment, as 




fairy tale, the question remains as to whether or not she will commit suicide at a later 
date, suggesting that Plectrude has decided to live, but only for the time being! 
As we consider Plectrude’s staged “suicide,” yet another death must be 
considered. For the reader, the end of the novel signifies the death of the author. 
Nothomb inserts herself into the final pages of Robert and writes her own murder (a 
symbol of suicide in that she “stages” it herself). Nothomb thereby brings the 
performative and prophetic power of language—the “magic” of its “spell”— into the 
final textual “weight.” Amélie and Plectrude become good friends, and Amélie listens to 
Plectrude’s story with fascination, referring to it as the “destin d’Atride” (Nothomb 168), 
an allusion to the descendants of the king of Mycenae in the Peloponnese, Atreus, whose 
“decadent” family line was filled with tragedy, murder, infanticide, and parricide. The 
Amélie Nothomb in Robert suggests to Plectrude that the tragic circumstances of her 
birth—that she was a witness to her father’s murder in utero—must have caused her to be 
“impregnée de ce meurtre… Comment pourriez-vous ne pas devenir meurtrier?”  
(Nothomb 169). Amélie’s insinuation that Plectrude may (already) be “pregnant” with 
murder (like her mother Lucette) seems to influence Plectrude to perform quite literally 
what Nothomb suggests: “Plectrude, qui n’y avait jamais songé, ne put dès lors qu’y 
penser. Et comme il y a une forme de justice, elle assouvit son désir d’assassinat sur celle 
qui le lui avait suggéré” (Nothomb 170). Did Amélie’s words function as a speech act, in 
that she caused her own murder? Nothomb even calls this murder a form of “justice,” 
indicating that the act of suggestion (through her words) was a sort of crime punishable 




remains with Amélie’s dead body, is the only tangible “body” that remains at the very 
end of Robert: “C’était un cadavre bien encombrant” (Nothomb 107). 
Considering themes of impregnation and suicide, Anna Kemp’s discussion of the 
deaths and births that structure the novel help illuminate Robert’s bizarre and 
uncategorizable ending: Kemp writes that the novel: 
 
is framed by two deaths — those of Lucette then Amélie — and two births—those 
of Plectrude and Robert des noms propres. Both ‘mothers’ die once their creation 
reaches completion, suggesting a total identification of the self with the work of 
art. Once the work is complete, the author becomes surplus, dispensable matter, 
un corps encombrant. The privileged moment, it seems, is the moment of 
creation, during which artist and artwork are one, and, like a pregnant body, 
constitute an autonomous, self-generating system. However, once the artwork is 
complete and separate from the self, it becomes vulnerable to circulation and 
corruption in the outside world. At this point, it seems, the only means of self-
preservation is self-destruction, cutting life short before it loses its intensity (67)  
 
As we saw in chapter one, Huysmans sought “oneness”—those “originales exstases”— 
through a communion of thought-sensations with another “decadent”. In Robert, 
“oneness” entails a pregnancy: when the creator literally embodies her creation. If the 
novel is the artistic creation of the author, and Plectrude—a corporeal representation of 




itself necessitates a state of (decadent) intensity. Moreover, Kemp evokes the “cutting 
short” of life before its intensity wanes, recalling the way that Des Esseintes’ gilded 
tortoise simply expires, unable to sustain the weight of its effect. Following this line of 
thinking, we might say that Nothomb abruptly cuts her own novel short before its 
intensity has the chance to dwindle.  
The metaphor of pregnancy relates not only to the one-ness of the 
creator/creation, but also to the aftermath of the birth, which begets both emptiness and 
an inability to control the way the work/writing is digested, or the way the child is 
received. That is, once a creation has been birthed—or once the dice (words) have been 
cast into the void— the author must relinquish control over the way they are constituted 
in the imaginations of the reader. Nothomb continues to play with the irreconcilable 
tensions involved in the “magical powers” of language—the alternations between order 
and chaos— which contribute to the “weight” of the text: the “cadavre encombrant.” Yet 
although the novel repeatedly evokes the order of “destiny,” it finishes with an evocation 
of Ionesco’s Absurd: “Des lors, leur vie devint, à une syllabe près, une pièce d’Ionesco: 
‘Amélie ou comment s’en débarrasser’”(Nothomb 170). The verb “se débarrasser” 
presents the problem of needing to dispose or unburden oneself of something. That is, the 
“weight” created by the novel seems to be transferred to Amélie’s murdered body. The 
reader is thus left with the physical weight of the book itself: how to dispose of all of 
these weighty questions and problems evoked in the novel? More specifically, what to do 
with this body of words?  




birthed by the novel: “À l’heure qu’il est, Plectrude et Matthieu n’ont toujours pas trouvé 
la solution” (Nothomb 171). Just as the two characters do not know what to do with the 
burdensome body—both a cadavre exquis and a cadavre encombrant—the author poses 
no lisible solution to questions posed in this decadent fairy tale.  
 
2.3.5 The Decadence of Childhood 
 
In a childlike spirit, Nothomb plays with a series of irreconcilable tensions 
throughout Robert—destiny/absurd, the limitlessness of infinity/the gravity of earth, the 
exceptional/normal, to name just a few— which come to a temporary close only with the 
author’s dead body: the cadavre enbombrant. We might also argue that, if the creative 
process represents a succession of pregnancy, birth, and subsequent death 
(relinquishment of life), then Amélie (the author) must sacrifice herself if her body of 
words—that is, Plectrude’s body, the novel— is to live. This process echoes Lucette’s 
suicide, as she was required to “sacrifice” her life for the exceptional future of her child. 
Even though Plectrude does not repeat her mother’s suicide by throwing herself over the 
bridge, Lucette’s suicide is nonetheless repeated at the end of the novel, but through 
Amélie’s suicide: the death of the author (a reference to Barthes’s 1967 essay “La mort 
de l’auteur”). The cadavre encombrant—the weight we are left with at the end of the 
novel— becomes the cadavre exquis that demands no explanation. 
If the novel is represented by Plectrude’s (anorexic) ballerina body—an ideal 




of being”—then the “anorexic aesthetic” of the slim novel causes us to consider the ways 
that anorexia, writing, and ballet involve an attempt to use discipline to infuse order into 
chaos. Kemp argues that “for Nothomb, writing resembles anorexia in its submission to a 
set of self-imposed rules, the aim of which is to replace the unsettling vagaries of life 
with an impossible ideal of form” (58). Indeed, Nothomb channels these tensions—
Robert represents the “unsettling vagaries” of life as the erratic and unpredictable 
“destins hirsutes”— into two “impossible” ideals of form: the physical ballet body of 
Plectrude and the anorexic body of the text. I use Kemp’s argument to show how 
Nothomb ultimately infuses chaos with a sense of order through a decadent (creative) 
process of pregnancy, birth, death, and regeneration. In Nothomb’s writing this process is 
manifest through the asexual body of the child, a symbol of pure creative potential and 
intensity of sensation. 
After her miraculous recovery from anorexia, it seems that Plectrude, for a time, 
experiments with theater and music, functioning like a “typical” adolescent: “Je sois 
enfin normal” (Nothomb 148). Yet even after Plectrude has stopped dancing, she 
commands the attention of those in her acting class through her exceptional eyes, 
suggesting that she is still under the “spell” of her mother Lucette, which is 
communicated through her eyes. This detail confounds the possibility of Plectrude’s 
normalcy and further confuses the question of destiny. Later, after she is reunited with 
Matthieu, “Plectrude découvrit une chose surprenante: on pouvait être heureux à l’âge 
adulte” (Nothomb 164). (That Nothomb uses the word “heureux” suggests a simple 




That is, rather than being transported in a state of exultation, she is just plain old happy, 
no longer approaching threshold states that place her on the verge of life and death. It 
would seem that if childhood entails a féerique euphoria, then adulthood in Nothomb’s 
novels entails a more moderate state of contentment. Yet for Nothomb, hunger—an 
emptiness and a continual lack of satisfaction—defines creative existence, suggesting that 
one must cultivate childlike euphoria, staving off adult contentment, to produce 
exceptional bodies of art. 
Roland Barthes, in his lectures on the “Neutral,” cites the “Western frenzy to 
become adult quickly and for a very long time” (155). Many of Nothomb’s characters 
protest the prospect of adulthood. When Clémence suggests that the family invite 
Plectrude’s new friend Roselyne over for dinner, Plectrude is perplexed:  
 
La petite découvrit à cette occasion, que quand on voulait rencontrer quelqu’un, 
on l’invitait à dîner. Cela lui parut inquiétant et absurde: connaissait-on mieux les 
gens quand on les avait vus manger?... Plectrude se dit que, si elle voulait 
connaître quelqu’un, elle l’inviterait à jouer. N’était-ce pas dans le jeu que les 
gens se révélaient? (59-60)  
 
If playing requires both physicality and imagination, then sharing a meal involves adult 
conversation and therefore social performance. Recall that Plectrude never “performs” as 
a ballerina; she simply is one. We encounter a crucial distinction between performing and 




d’Hirondelle: “On n’est jamais si heureux que quand on a trouvé le moyen de se perdre” 
(13). Note the difference between the child-like “self-forgetfulness” of “losing oneself in 
a storybook,” which nonetheless involves a mindful engagement— as opposed to the 
desensitized oblivion that Plectrude formerly sought through anorexia, which entailed the 
eradication of consciousness. The metaphor of childlike play recurs throughout the novel, 
portraying the self-forgetfulness of childhood that lightens the burden of existence. 
Moreover, this playfulness, cultivation of childhood, and staving off of adulthood 
simultaneously operates against social norms and adult performances (conversations), 
supporting the idea that for artistic creation, one must cultivate an exceptional existence 
that dismantles categories such as “adulthood” and indeed, all categories related to 
gender and genre. 
Nothomb cultivates a sense of childhood through her writing, playing with the 
fairy tale genre, playing with words, playing with the weight of existential questions, 
playing with intertextuality, and most importantly, playing with the boundaries and 
thresholds fundamental to decadence. I assert that Nothomb’s decadence involves another 
protest, of sorts: the stubborn will to physically and imaginatively appropriate the 
universe in a child-like manner by playing with limits. “‘L’écriture est la continuation de 
l’enfance par d’autres moyens,’ declares Nothomb” (Amanieux 250).  
Nothomb plays with words, but perhaps more importantly, she plays with 
definitions (by nature a limitation). Nothomb’s “excess” involves the desire to explode 
past the limitations imposed by words, categories, genres, and definitions, to approach a 




possibilities” (Richardson 103), a phrase reminiscent of the “infinity” within Plectrude. 
If, as Bataille states, excess “transcends its own foundations; excess is by very definition 
the factor that sets being beyond the limits of definition” (268), then Nothomb’s excess is 
embodied by the excess of lack, which culminates in the refusal of gender and sexuality. 
In writing a novel titled after a dictionary, Nothomb attempts to upset definitions of 
gender and genre, and in so doing, re-define decadence itself. 
Yet if Nothomb’s sexless decadence plays with life by dancing with death, then 







Sous-mission and the Mission Civilisatrice:  
Houellebecq’s Parody of Decadence and Empire 
Or s’il y a une idée, une seule, qui traverse tous mes romans, jusqu’à la hantise parfois, 
c’est bien celle de l’irréversibilité absolue de tout processus de dégradation, une fois 
entamé. Que cette dégradation concerne une amitié, une famille, un couple, un 
groupement social plus important, une société entière; dans mes romans il n’y a pas de 
pardon, de retour en arrière, de deuxième chance: tout ce qui est perdu est bel et bien, et 
à jamais, perdu. 
 




In the final line of Soumission the narrator imagines his future, summing it up 
thus: “Je n’aurais rien à regretter” (Houellebecq 300). On the front cover of the 2017 
“J’ai lu” edition of the novel, found in grocery stores and bookstalls everywhere in 
France, this particular line features as a red band. The Eiffel Tower, crowned with the 
Islamic crescent, peeks out from behind these words, seeming to hold some sort of 
prophetic warning about the future of France and Western society as a whole. 
My reading of Michel Houellebecq’s Soumission begins with a question that, 
upon initial consideration, might seem irrelevant to post-colonial studies or to the 
metaphor of imperial decadence. I ask at the outset: why is the last line of the novel so 
chilling? In his 1978 lectures on the Neutral, Roland Barthes considers that “to mourn is 
to be alive” (10). If this is true, then the narrator’s last line suggests that something is 




Recalling Marx’s dictum that history enacts itself “the first time as tragedy, the 
second as farce,” Michel Houellebecq’s 2015 novel Soumission can be read as a double 
farce: one political, one literary.60 The first satirizes the political mission civilisatrice of 
imperialism in France’s “sous-mission” to its loss of standing as empire and to its farcical 
conversion to Islam under the rule of a sham Napoleon. The second satirizes literary 
decadence in the conversion of the extreme sensory experimentations of J. K. Huysmans’ 
decadent À Rebours into the soumission of Houellebecq’s novels, which transforms 
decadence into banal neutrality. An examination of these two parodies— the parody of 
colonial empire with its religious conversion and the parody of literary decadence—
reveals the disturbing political and moral implications of this novel.61  
I provide here a brief summary of the plot, beginning with an account of the 
political events by the essayist Adam Gopnik:  
 
In France in the very near future, the respectable republican parties fragment the 
vote in a multiparty election, and the two top vote-getters are Marine Le Pen, of 
the extreme right, and one Mohammed Ben Abbes, the fictive leader of a French 
Muslim Brotherhood. In the runoff, the French left backs the Muslim, preferring 
the devil it doesn’t know to the one it does. Ben Abbes’s government soon 
imposes a kind of relaxed Sharia law throughout France and—this is the book’s 
 
60 The French word “farcir” means to stuff, signalling the “too-much-ness” of classic 
decadence.  
61 Despite the fact that Houellebecq is clearly a satirist and Soumission a satire, I prefer 
the word “parody” in my reading, defined as an imitation or version of something that 
falls short of the original thing. Soumission is both a political satire and a parody, but 




central joke and point—the French élite (and I add: symbolized by the protagonist 
François, an academic scholar of decadence and a Huysmanist) are cravenly eager 
to collaborate with the new regime, delighted not only to convert but to submit to 
a bracing and self-assured authoritarianism. (“The Next Thing”)  
 
Left out of Gopnik’s summary is the figure of Robert Rediger, a character integral to my 
reading of the novel. Rediger is a Belgian academic and President of the new Islamic 
Sorbonne, as well as the person who persuades the protagonist to convert to Islam. 
Rediger’s very name translates to “write,” which echoes precisely what Houellebecq does 
via Soumission in rewriting a new version of Islam that satirizes the politics of religious 
conversion and colonial Empire. It is important to note that although Mohammed Ben 
Abbes functions as the ‘Emperor’ of the new regime and thus the “sham Napoleon” of 
the parody, it is Rediger— an incongruous figure who contradicts what we think of as a 
devout religious leader and a university president—who represents Houellebecq’s 
fictionalized Islam.62 
We begin with François’ life and therefore the literary parody of Huysmans’ 





62 I use the phrase “Houellebecq’s fictionalized Islam” to emphasize the fact that my own 
critique is not of Islam; but rather, the way that Houellebecq rewrites the religion as part 




Section One: Literary Parody 
 
3.1.1 Decadence Neutralized 
 
As we consider Houellebecq’s words to Bernard-Henri Lévy in the quotation 
above, the idea of irrevocable loss rises to the surface. In Soumission, the demise of 
patriarchal Western civilisation, including the loss of France’s standing as a colonial 
power—is symbolized in part through Houellebecq’s representation of the aftermath of 
various losses in the protagonist’s life. The name François—notably among the most 
common names in France—signals the allegory François-France. That is, the presence of 
absence in the novel allegorizes the loss of empire: namely, the absence of familial 
solidarity, the loss of “France” as an entity worthy of sacrifice (which involves a loss of 
connection with the soil and geography of the country), as well as the moral framework 
provided by Western religion, integral to the mission civilisatrice that justified colonial 
expansion and that is inverted in the conversion to Houellebecq’s caricatured version of 
Islam. Notably, the first paragraph of Soumission begins with the sense of an ending. 
After seven years devoted to his research subject, François defends his doctoral thesis, 
titled Joris-Karl Huysmans, ou la sortie du tunnel. The narrator laments, “je compris 
qu’une partie de ma vie venait de s’achever, et que c’était probablement la meilleure” 
(Houellebecq 11). He spends the evening and morning after the defence of his doctoral 




Yet if we look at the indulgences of Houllebecq’s protagonist in comparison with 
the excesses and deviations of Huysmans’ Des Esseintes, we encounter a fundamental 
difference. Huysmans’ decadence implies defiance: the very title À Rebours suggests a 
counter movement “against nature.” If François’ story begins with an ending, and he is 
always already depleted in the aftermath of loss, then his “decadent” trajectory involves 
no traditional “fall,” so to speak. Amy Leggette argues: “Decadence is identified 
postmortem, not by the smell of decay, nor by the signs of decline, but by the shape of its 
descent” (273). Rather than falling in the tradition of decadence with a clear decline or 
descent, Soumission’s protagonist’s path is instead shapeless: a straight line involving no 
euphoric ascents, what Huysmans calls Mallarmé’s “nouvelles ivresses” (Huysmans 321), 
and no Baudelarian descentes aux enfers. François is born into the presence of absence, 
born into the aftermath of decay, and he essentially goes nowhere. More to the point: 
although François undergoes what appears to be a radical conversion to Islam, he instead 
passes from one state of bourgeois comfort (as an intellectual célibataire) to an even 
greater state of bourgeois comfort (as a polygamist and academic figurehead). Possibly 
the only distinction involves his shift from being a bachelor, who occasionally hires 
escorts, to legally attaining multiple wives. Although this may be considered a socio-
economic ascent in the novel, François’ spiritual and sensory trajectory involves no 
ascent or descent.63  
 
63 In Huysmans’ writing, the “sensory” and the “spiritual” permeate each other, and are 
often synonymous. Or, as Jessica Gossling has shown, Huysmans’ pursuit of extreme 
sensations is replaced by a search for “spiritual transcendence”: “In Des Esseintes’ 
retreat, the worldly and the spiritual are united in the realm of the senses. However, in his 





To illustrate more clearly the idea of a shapeless descent, two nineteenth-century 
decadent narrators come to our aid. These figures pursue traditional decadent trajectories 
involving the approach of the end of a line: 1) the aforementioned protagonist of À 
Rebours, Des Esseintes and 2) the narrator of Paul Verlaine’s sonnet “Langueur.” A 
recurring theme in all manifestations of decadence is the idea of something running its 
course to an inevitable conclusion. In À Rebours, Des Esseintes—worn out by carnal 
indulgences—ends his social life in a state of exhausted impotence, passing from a life of 
sensual gluttony to a life as an ascetic recluse. Moreover, Des Esseintes is the 
embodiment of the end of his degenerate family line, a representation of the dead 
“noblesse decomposée” (Huysmans 341). We encounter a similar course that runs itself 
to a depleted end—what Brian Stableford qualifies as “exhaustion in which no spark of 
defiance still smoulders” (40)—in Verlaine’s “Langueur”: “Je suis l’Empire à la fin de la 
décadence, / Qui regarde passer les grands Barbares blancs” (104). Verlaine’s narrator is 
the incarnation of the end of a decadent run. The image in this poem of an Empire at the 
end of its process of moral decay, where the barbarians have arrived to take over, 
signifies the classic trajectory of decadent subjects: dissipation that results in depletion. 
The inevitable, downward movement toward burnout reiterates a pattern found since 
Montesquieu’s articulation of the rise and subsequent fall of Empires in his 1734 essay 
Considérations sur les causes de la grandeur des Romains et de leur décadence, which 
implied:  
 
aesthetic excess, towards an exploration of religious salvation and the realities of a 
monastic lifestyle. Huysmans’ search for spiritual transcendence finally replaces his 




that there was an underlying logic to the fate of Rome […] that some such pattern 
could and would be repeated in other empires. […] Any secure, rich, and 
comfortable aristocracy would inevitably tend to a slow enervation by addiction 
to luxury, until the time finally arrived when the barbarians lurking beyond the 
borders could no longer be kept at bay. (Stableford7)64 
 
I use Verlaine’s poetry and Montesquieu’s metaphor of imperial decadence to illustrate 
how in Soumission, the character of François does not descend into decadence, but rather, 
has always been there in the aftermath of loss: losses associated with the deterioration of 
Western patriarchal society. François was birthed into a state of decay; that is, he is the 
very result of a culture already decayed, a Europe that has “already committed suicide” 
(Houellebecq 256). He begins his story in a state of dissipation and apathy, showing no 
spark of decadent defiance: a protagonist that sets himself against nothing and deviates 
from nothing. From the beginning, François has nowhere to go and nowhere to fall. We 
might say that François’ story is a narrative of post-decadence.65 
 
64 Montesquieu was not the only writer to imply the cyclical nature of the rise and fall of 
empires attributed to luxury and dissipation. The fourteenth century Arab historiographer 
Ibn Khaldun was likely the first to have developed a scholarly theory of the rise and 
subsequent fall of empires, but it is unlikely that Montesquieu would have had access to 
Khaldun’s writings. 
65 François’ sense of “overness at the outset” differs from that of Des Esseintes, in that 
the end of his social existence signals a strange rebirth. If À Rebours charters what David 
Weir has called a “process of falling” (95), Des Esseintes’ “descent” entails a process of 
becoming almost childlike, even in his hyper-refinement, as he begins his endless series 
of sensory experimentations in pursuit of “des originales extases” (Huysmans 214). 
François, on the other hand, begins his story with an ending that maintains itself in its 
static neutrality. Although François does experience quotidian “aggravations” 





Houellebecq’s universe of middling neutrality—which contrasts with the pursuit 
of extreme sensations associated with Huysmans’ life and literature—is perhaps best 
captured in one poignant description of the protagonist Jed in La Carte et le Territoire: 
“Ses rapports humains déjà peu nombreux allaient un par un s’assécher et se tarir, il serait 
dans la vie comme il était à présent dans l’habitacle à la finition parfaite de son Audi 
Allroad A6, paisible et sans joie, définitivement neutre” (Houellebecq 269). Like 
François, Jed is isolated from other human beings, including his family, but in a polished 
space of comfort. He does not “suffer,” in the strict sense of the word. This absence of 
extreme sensory states is evidenced, in particular, through François’ consumption of 
alcohol, which serves to negate tension and to neutralize extremes, perpetuating a state of 
extreme detatchment. The novel’s central scene—in which Rediger persuades François to 
convert—takes place over a bottle of Meursault wine, despite the fact that the 
consumption of alcohol is in theory forbidden by Islam. Although François seems to 
maintain a moderate level of drunkenness throughout the novel, alcohol in Soumission is 
not associated with the pursuit of “sensations sublimées” (Huysmans 296), as is the case 
with Des Esseintes in À Rebours, where ivresse is a poetic trope. Rather, alcohol entails a 
nullification of the senses and a neutralizing of affect, serving to maintain a constant state 
of semi-desensitization. In contrast to Des Esseintes’ memorable “orgue à bouche” 
(Huysmans 133), which the synesthete uses to perform experiments with the intense 
sensations and sounds generated by various liquors (creating a symphony in his mouth), 
François consumes alcohol mindlessly, to the extent that he barely registers that he has 
 
ignoble physical ailments, François orients his existence toward “middling” pleasures 




consumed two bottles of wine (Houellebecq 96). For François, alcohol is a bourgeois 
hobby that passes the time rather than a painstaking sensory experimentation: a middling 
pleasure with which he is middlingly excessive. François’ “post-decadent” trajectory thus 
involves no highs or lows: it is a flat line that avoids extremes by neutralizing them. 
By contrast, Huysmans was markedly drawn to the concept of suffering, which 
represented both a literary aesthetic and a way of living. His biographer Robert Baldick 
characterizes Huysmans’ hagiography on Saint Lydwine (1901)—a subject chosen for 
her “appalling sufferings”—as “a recital of physical ills more harrowing than any medical 
dictionary” (292).66 Baldick describes the author’s own last days, as he was “weakened 
by fever and ravaged by cancer” (347). He refused all painkillers, seemingly in an 
attempt to legitimize accounts of suffering in his literature, thereby transcending the 
literary: 
 
When his doctors proposed to give him morphia injections to relieve his pain, he 
protested: ‘Ah! You want to prevent me from suffering! You want me to 
exchange the sufferings of God for the evil pleasures of the earth! I forbid you!’ 
 
66 I acknowledge the difference between the author of À Rebours and the subsequent 
Catholic convert of the Durtal novels, as well as Huysmans the hagiographer. Yet the 
fixation with suffering and sadism—as seen in chapter five of À Rebours in the 
descriptions of the Dutch engraver Luyken’s series Persécutions religieuses, 
“d’épouvantables planches contenant tous les supplices que la folie des religions a 
inventés, des planches où hurlait le spectacle des souffrances humaines,” which Des 
Esseintes hangs on each wall of his sitting room (Huysmans 151)— and the pursuit of 





And with a half-smile he said to a friend: I hope that this time they won’t still say 
that this is only ‘literature.’ (Baldick 347) 
 
Although the motivations for Huysmans’ conversion to Catholicism have been debated, it 
is clear that suffering was engrained in his own understanding of his faith and therefore 
the content of his novels. Indeed, the aesthetics and philosophy of suffering played a 
crucial role not only in Huysmans’ work, but also in many decadent Catholic writings of 
the period: 
 
In the Christian perception of joy in suffering there is an ordering of life which is 
in itself balanced; it is unfortunate that in so many works of the Revival this 
perfectly valid concept should have been drowned in a frenetic search for the most 
extreme in human suffering. In Huysmans and several others there are disturbing 
overtones of sadism in this search. (Griffiths 153; emphasis mine) 
 
In contrast to Huysmans and his decadent contemporaries associated with the Catholic 
revival at the end of the nineteenth century, what pervades Houellebecq’s novels is what 
Carole Sweeney calls the “end of affect” (151): a post-human world “divested of both joy 
and suffering” (173).67 The result is what I refer to as a “marrowless” decadence: a 
 
67 Anesthesia/nullification of the senses is a readily decadent trope, as excess inevitably 
leads to the characteristic state of numbness present in decadent texts (the neutralization 
of senses). However, in the case of François, he begins his story in a post-decadent state 
of stupefaction; that is, his senses are always already nullified.  In contrast to Des 





literary universe of nullified senses and joyless banality, characterized by the lack of 
having something—whether a person, a people, a belief system, or nation—worthy of 
sacrifice.  
 
3.1.2 Irrevocable Loss 
 
That Soumission is predicated upon an ending at the outset—one that differs from 
that of À Rebours— carries important implications for our literary parody. As we have 
seen, the literary decadence of Houellebecq’s Soumission begins, significantly, with 
“overness,” with a “high point” (a relationship with Huysmans) that has already passed: 
“Pendant toutes les années de ma triste jeunesse, Huysmans demeura pour moi un 
compagnon, un ami fidèle; jamais je n’éprouvai de doute, jamais je ne fus tenté 
d’abandonner, ni de m’orienter vers un autre sujet” (Houellebecq 11). The title of the 
protagonist’s dissertation— Joris-Karl Huysmans, ou la sortie du tunnel—is woefully 
ironic. After his defense, rather than coming out of the tunnel (of his dissertation process) 
into a state of newfound clarity, he enters into a blurry, alcoholic haze that seems to be 
triggered by his realization that what was probably the best part of his life is already over. 
We encounter this sense of an ending at the beginning continuously throughout the novel, 
particularly in the way François views his life in terms of “summits”: high points that 
pass, never to return. Once these summits have been achieved, nothing remains but “de 
 
“originales extases” (Huysmans 214), the post-decadent François neither seeks novel 





nombreux tracas en perspective” (Houellebecq 196).  
Like the protagonist of Sartre’s La Nausée, François uses Huysmans, his subject 
of research, to justify his life: “ma vie en definitive n’avait pas eu d’autre objectif” 
(Houellebecq 290). Huysmans provides François with a temporary justification, 
paralleling Sartre’s Roquentin, who relies on his studies of the historical figure Marquis 
de Rollebon to avoid feeling the weight of his existence: “M. de Rollebon était mon 
associé: il avait besoin de moi pour être et j’avais besoin de lui pour ne pas sentir mon 
être” (138). Yet once the study of Rollebon is relinquished, Roquentin is forced to face 
the absurdity of life without him. This very trajectory occurs in Soumission, as the 
narrator laments that his life was formerly justified by the pursuit of his intellectual goals 
as a Huysmanist: “Les sommets intellectuels de ma vie avaient été la rédaction de ma 
thèse, la publication de mon livre; tout cela remontait déjà à plus de dix ans. Sommets 
intellectuels? Sommets tout court? À l’époque en tout cas je me sentais justifié” 
(Houellebecq 47). Likewise, François uses the framework of “summits that pass” to 
describe his relationship with his ex-girlfriend Myriam: “De même qu’À Rebours était le 
sommet de la vie littéraire de Huysmans, Myriam était sans doute le sommet de ma vie 
amoureuse. Comment parviendrais-je à surmonter la perte de mon amante? La réponse 
était vraisemblablement que je n’y parviendrais pas” (Houellebecq 50). Most importantly, 
once something is lost, it cannot be recovered.68 
 
68 Beyond the notion of irrevocable loss, Houellebecq invents a kind of virtual, fictional 
life that François could have had but now cannot. He does this through the use of the past 
conditional verb tense, which implies a sense of writing from beyond the grave. (The idea 
of writing from beyond the grave recalls the narration of Chateaubriand’s Memoires 





What complicates and confounds the notion of irrevocable loss is the fact that 
François shows awareness of what is missing; yet he never had what was “lost” to begin 
with. That is, we encounter an awareness of what was never present at the outset. If 
decadence involves an attempt to recover what was lost—whether through a search for 
novel sensations, or Des Esseintes’ quest to discover the “nutritive moelle”—François’ 
post-decadent state is characterized by a universe of zero redemption. This 
irredeemability is evidenced during one of the scarce moments in the text when François 
shows concrete emotion, when the narrator nearly bursts into tears upon realizing that his 
love interest, Myriam, had been a part of a family unit, which François never had: 
“C’était une tribu, une tribu familiale soudée; et par rapport à tout ce que j’avais connu 
c’était tellement inouï que j’avais eu beaucoup de mal à m’empêcher d’éclater en 
sanglots” (Houellebecq 111). Myriam’s Jewish family provides an important contrast to 
what the novel conveys as the decay and even dismemberment of the Western family 
unit, which appears in the antinomy provided between Israel and France. Myriam (as 
Israel) represents the idea of a family tribe: her family is physically displaced from their 
home, but they are displaced together, as a whole. François’ family is displaced, not from 
the land of their country, but from each other. Whereas a tribe functions in preservation 
 
to the Revolution as well as the aftermath of the loss of the monarchy). Referring to an 
older gentleman’s ability to recite Péguy’s poems in their entirety, François says: 
“Tanneur en tout cas était loin d’être gâteux, j’aurais bien aimé être dans le même état 
que lui à son âge” (Houellebecq 163). The past conditional verb tense, here and in other 
instances in the novel, suggests that François is resigned to having a future that is already 
less than ideal, creating an ending of that future before it even happens: that is, before its 
beginning. In keeping with the sense of “over-ness” found in the first lines of the novel, 




of the group, François’ own family members are (literally) unresponsive to each other’s 
existence: 
 
Ma mère déprimait à Nevers, et n’avait d’autre société que son bouledogue 
français. Cela faisait une dizaine d’années que je n’avais plus guère de leurs 
nouvelles. Les deux baby-boomers avaient toujours fait preuve d’un égoïsme 
implacable, et rien ne me portrait à croire qu’ils m’accueilleraient avec 
bienveillance. La question de savoir si je reverrais mes parents avant leur mort me 
traversait parfois l’esprit, mais la réponse était à chaque fois négative, et je ne 
croyais même pas qu’une guerre civile puisse arranger l’affaire, ils trouveraient 
un prétexte pour refuser de m’héberger. (Houellebecq 73) 
 
This family portrait, characterized by rupture and silence, illustrates the very opposite of 
Myriam’s family’s solidarity. That François will not attempt to see his parents before 
their deaths reveals not only that sense of overness at the outset, but a realization that a 
family unit never existed. That is, François passively resigns himself to the absence of the 
family unit without attempting to salvage or reverse this state of familial decay. 
Similarly, François, as we saw in his attitude towards Huysmans above, has “lost” a 
friendship that he never (actually) possessed, his “ami fidèle,” the companion with whom 
he had lived for seven years “dans sa présence quasi permanente” (Houellebecq 13-14). 
Thus Huysmans’ so-called “presence” in the narrator’s life—like the lost presence of the 




absence that haunts Soumission.   
In order to understand Houellebecq’s post-decadent literary parody of Huysmans’ 
life—and, in turn, how it coincides with our political satire— I turn to Roland Barthes’ 
lectures on the Neutral (1977-1978), which illuminates a crucial intertextuality with Jean-
Paul Sartre’s La Nausée.69 
 
3.1.3 The Neutral 
 
Through Barthes’ analysis of the Neutral, we shall see how Houellebecq reduces 
the pursuit of the extreme sensations of decadence to a fictional universe of post-decadent 
neutrality, which I equate with the aforementioned “marrowless decadence.” I begin by 
showing how the Neutral manifests itself in Soumission through the following concepts: 
through the unnamable, through the avoidance of conflict, through an “extreme” 
temperate, and finally, through weariness, what Maurice Blanchot calls “the most modest 
of misfortunes, the most neutral of neutrals” (qtd. in Barthes xx). Then, I use these 
manifestations of the Neutral to show how Houellebecq baffles Sartre’s paradigm of 
choice in L’Existentialism est un humanisme: “Le choix est possible dans un sens, mais 
ce qui n'est pas possible, c'est de ne pas choisir. Je peux toujours choisir, mais je dois 
savoir que si je ne choisis pas, je choisis encore” (Sartre 73). In addition to 
problematizing Sartre’s entire philosophical framework, Houellebecq then degrades the 
concept of decadence by transforming it into a cheap and superficial commodity: one that 
 




ironically sells his book. 
Throughout this discourse, I rely on Marc Fumaroli’s definition of nausea, which 
entails neutrality: “Pas à pas, cette meditation [sur l’existence] le conduit à l’illumination 
qui, faute de la dissiper, lui explique sa ‘nausée’: le fond de l’existence est la neutralité 
gluante, incolore, inodore, insonore de la matière, dont la conscience, en dépit de vains 
efforts pour se duper, n’est qu’un effet de surface” (12; italics mine). Sartre’s Nausea is 
fundamentally linked to a form of neutrality, but one that is also “gluant”: evoking the 
viscous or slimy, words that evoke a reaction of dégoût. That is, distaste inheres in the 
concept of neutrality.  
If Fumaroli describes viscous neutrality as colorless, odorless, and inaudible—
that is, descriptive words that involve lack: lack of color, lack of odor, etc.—Barthes uses 
similar language throughout his illustration of the Neutral. As opposed to “black” versus 
“white,” Barthes structures the “colorful” versus the “colorless.” Since “colorless” 
communicates an absence of color, we can consider Barthes’s framework as a series of 
lacks of distinction: such as the “unmarked,” or in Fumaroli’s definition of Nausea, the 
lack of a clear sound (insonore), and the lack of a clear odor (inodore).  These lacks 
emerge from the blurring of distinctions, which we encounter throughout Soumission and 
which speaks to what Barthes calls the Neutral “affinity for the muffled” (70): something 
that lacks clarity of sound, or visually, the distinction of lines. 
Barthes states: “I don’t construct the concept of Neutral, I display Neutrals” (11), 
arguing that the Neutral fundamentally “baffles the paradigm” (176). His visual 




proves useful for clarifying the Neutral’s relation to Nausea: “In the Fashion System, the 
signifying opposition doesn’t pass between such and such color but massively between 
the colorful and the colorless: colorless here meaning not ‘transparent’ but precisely: 
unmarked color, ‘neutral,’ “indistinct’ color: whence the paradox: black and white are on 
the same side (that of marked colors) and what comes to oppose them is gray (the 
muffled, the faded, etc.): colors follow a semantic principle of organization 
(marked/unmarked)” (51). Following this line of reason, I propose the following structure 
for Soumission in continuation of that of Barthes’, which I reference throughout this 
analysis: 
(Barthes): 
Colorful               Colorless 
Marked      Unmarked 
Black or White     Grey (the Muffled or Faded) 
 
(My continuation): 
Vitality- “Force de l’âge” (Houellebecq 183) Nausea 
Acute Pain      “Douceur Extrême” 
The Abject      Desensitization 
Happy or Sad      Dull Headache  
Huysmans’ Là-Bas  Houellebecq’s Là (An Unmarked 
Place) 
Clear End/Clear Beginning Weariness, the “endless process of 
ending” 
Suicide      Barthes’ Wou-Wei70 
 




Clarity       Vacillation  
Mallarmé’s “nouvelles ivresses” (Huysmans 321) Mild Drunkenness  
Precision      Imprecision 
Distinction      Blurring of Distinction  
Israel       France 
Decisiveness      “Resignation Partielle” (Houellebecq 
121) 
Honesty or Dishonesty    Silence  
Conversion      Submission 
 
In this paradigm, the concepts in the left column lend themselves to intensities or 
extremes, in the sense that “Black” or “White” are on the far ends of two sides of a 
spectrum, while grey falls somewhere in between. Generally speaking, the word neutral 
is often associated with a state of falling somewhere near the middle of a spectrum, in 
between extreme modes of thought or absolute states, even the act of remaining outside 
(uninvolved, lack of involvement) of a particular political or ideological camp. Yet 
Barthes’ Neutral—the Neutral I associate with both Sartre’s Nausea and the marrowless 
decadence of Houellebecq’s Soumission—is paradoxical in that it is an intense Neutral, 
characterized by a state of extreme detachment. That is, the words on the right column 
that exemplify the banal neutrality in Houellebecq’s work are what Barthes calls Neutral: 
“intense” states (7), what Maurice Blanchot (or Beckett) might call unnamable 
(indefinable), and a state akin to the intensity of Sartre’s Nausea.  
One illustration of the overlap between the concepts of the Neutral and Nausea 




un peu envie de baiser mais un peu envie de mourir en même temps, je ne savais plus très 
bien en somme, je commençais à sentir une légère nausée…” (Houellebecq 44; emphasis 
mine). Since François does not really want to die, nor does he necessarily want to make 
love, his state approaches what Barthes associates with the Neutral, a state called the 
wou-wei… “it’s not the opposite of the will to live: it’s not a will to die; it’s what baffles, 
dodges, disorients the will of life. It’s therefore, structurally, a Neutral: what baffles the 
paradigm” (176). The phrase “un peu” indicates a state of indecision, the opposite of a 
(clear) state of desire (desire to live, desire for pleasure, desire to die). Yet this apathetic 
state becomes paradoxically intense. This same state of vacillation is seen even with 
regards to François’ contemplation of suicide: “L’élémentaire courage du suicide? Ce 
n’était même pas sûr” (Houellebecq 264). The word “courage” naturally evokes a sense 
of virtue or dignity, but François refers to a courage that is basic, fundamental, or even 
common. That is, in this state of “wou-wei,” François lacks even the “base-level” courage 
for suicide, baffling the paradigm of “will to life” and “will to death.”  
 
3.1.3.a The Unnamable 
 
François’ vacillation—characterized by a state of “légère nausée”(44)—is more 
disconcerting than a concrete state of the abject. During another conversation with 
Myriam, the Neutral—like alcohol in the novel—diffuses a sense of tragedy and 
diminishes affect. François’ emotional state is unnamable and unidentifiable, evoked by 




“ ‘J’avais l’air si déprimé que ça?’ demandai-je après un nouveau silence. —‘Non, 
déprimé non, mais en un sens c’est pire’” (Houellebecq 43). Myriam never clarifies what 
François’ “state” is, but it unsettles her: “Je suis désolée, vraiment désolée que tu en sois 
là, François” (Houellebecq 44). Here, the protagonist’s emotional condition is iterated by 
its inability to be identified. Yet François’ state—the unnamed place he has gone to— is 
not that of mere apathy. As Barthes argues, “Neutral doesn’t refer to ‘impressions’ of 
grayness, of ‘neutrality,’ of indifference. The Neutral—my Neutral—can refer to intense, 
strong, unprecedented states” (7). Again, François’ neutrality is intense in its apathy (lack 
of intensity): so intense that Myriam never names it. The closest she comes is to use this 
word “là”—as opposed to the more specific là-bas (evoking Huysmans’ novel). This 
Neutral state of “là” is more disturbing than the more literal descent toward the Satanic 
occult recounted in Huysmans’ Là-Bas precisely because it cannot be classified (i.e. 
named).  
As a deictic, là is an intensely marking word, in the sense that it conjures as soon 
as it is spoken. When one says “this,” one calls something into the present, into being, 
while also interpolating a community (whoever is listening or present at that precise time 
and place). Yet in Soumission, là is used to conjure nothingness, or François lack of 
reason for being in a specific place. Myriam admits later in the novel that life in Israel is 
difficult, “mais on sait pourquoi on est là” (Houellebecq 184). On another occasion, the 
narrator uses the word là to question his presence at the hotel in the Dordogne, but more 
generally, in time and space: “Je commençai à me demander ce que je faisais là. Cette 




n’importe quel moment de sa vie; mais le voyageur solitaire y est, il faut le reconnaître, 
particulièrement exposé” (Houellebecq 132; emphasis mine). In François’ case, the 
deictic là conjures emptiness.  Lastly, when François returns to Ligugé (the abbey where 
Huysmans recounts his experience of oblature in L’Oblat) twenty years after his first 
visit, he states that he no longer knows the meaning of his presence there, concluding that 
“il n’avait, à l’évidence, plus grand-chose à voir avec Huysmans” (Houellebecq 216). 
The general, unspecific word là illustrates an important aspect of the Neutral: an 
unmarked place that reveals the question of justifying one’s existence and presence, 
which I shall explore further in conjunction with Nausea.  
 
3.1.3.b Avoidance of Conflict 
 
Throughout the novel, François’ state of neutrality is characterized not by tension, 
but by a middling resignation—“resignation partielle” (Houellebecq 121)—and passive 
acceptance. As Barthes suggests, the Neutral is synonymous with avoidance of conflict, 
what he calls “this polymorphous field of paradigm, of conflict avoidance = the Neutral” 
(7). François’ avoidance of conflict throughout Soumission reveals the following 
question: if conflict is at the crux of narrative device, then where exactly is the conflict in 
Soumission?  
To consider the possibility of “absence” of conflict in the novel, recall that 
absence in Soumission becomes a presence, in the sense that François is aware of “losses” 




“apathy” or “indifference” and is marked by a resignation (submission?), one that that is 
framed by two diametrical absences: an absence of vitality, and an absence of a lethal 
illness. François defines being in his prime, at 44 years old, in the following terms: 
“J’étais dans la force de l’âge, aucune maladie létale ne me menaçait directement” 
(Houellebecq 183) Whereas being in one’s prime connotes a flourishing or vitality, 
François defines his prime as a Neutral state: being technically alive, but not having a 
deadly diagnosis. One’s “prime” defined by “lack of a lethal disease” is Neutral, whereas 
decadence is associated with intensities of experience—whether pleasurable or painful—
and in relation to Huysmans’ conversion to Christianity, an emphasis on acute suffering.  
We encounter another presence in the novel: the presence of silence. As Barthes 
suggests, “Neutral—postulates a right to be silent—a possibility of keeping silent” (23). 
The narrator avoids conflict in his unwillingness to respond, perhaps best exemplified 
when François tells no one of the dead body he discovers at the gas station in the 
Dordogne.71 Another instance of silence—or lack of response—occurs when Myriam 
classifies François as being “abnormally” honest— “il y a toujours chez toi une espèce 
d’honnêteté anormale” (Houellebecq 43)— the dialogue that follows baffles the paradigm 
of “honest” versus “dishonest.” Myriam asks: “‘Je suis bonne à jeter?’” François narrates: 
“La bonne réponse était probablement ‘oui,’ mais je me tus, je n’étais peut-être pas si 
honnête que ça en fin de compte” (Houellebecq 44). François is neither honest nor 
dishonest; in remaining silent, he compromises his honesty, but not at the expense of a 
 
71 Later that evening, François—along with “une quarantaine d’hommes, dans un silence 
total” (Houellebecq 135; emphasis mine)—watches news of armed robberies at the 





solid state of dishonesty. Throughout Soumission, questions are suspended in this 
manner, hanging in the atmosphere like the proverbial elephant in the room, left without 
response. The same unresponsiveness is seen upon the death of François’ mother, as 
neither François nor his father responds to the repeated letters communicating her 
decease. Thus the “reaction” to her death is Neutral: a non-reaction that cannot 
technically be described as positive or negative. In short, this silence and 
unresponsiveness disorients and baffles, contributing to the presence of the Neutral in the 
text. 
3.1.3.c The “Extreme” Temperate 
 
Throughout the novel, the Neutral is displayed through an alternation of weather 
patterns, often involving a softening of temperatures following a frigid cold, what I 
associate with “douceur extrême” (236). In Soumission, the word “douceur” often 
communicates a Neutral absence of extremes, both in terms of temperature and emotional 
states that lack tension. At moments, the Neutral takes the form of a dense fog that baffles 
or disorients, entailing a lack of certainty or clarity.72  
It is a temperate spring evening— “la température était douce” (Houellebecq 
 
72 The best example of this Neutral fog in the form of weather is when the dense fog 
settles in after the protagonist questions his presence at the abbey Ligugé, realizing it no 
longer has anything to do with Huysmans. Once François leaves the monastery, the 
weather changes from intensely cold to extremely murky: “Pendant la nuit, une zone 
dépressionnaire en provenance de l’Atlantique avait abordé la France par le quart Sud-
Ouest, la température avait remonté de dix degrés; un brouillard dense recouvrait la 
campagne autour de Poitiers” (Houellebecq 219). The balminess of the fog represents the 
vague, indefinable presence of Huysmans in the narrator’s life at that moment, as 




57)—when François first meets the young scholar Lempereur at an academic cocktail 
party. Later, at another cocktail reception in honor of Loiseleur, recently converted to 
Islam (to Rediger’s credit), the evening is described as “d’une douceur surprenante” 
(295). During this scene, François is mesmerized by the beauty of one man’s three piece 
suit made of silk: “Vêtu d’un magnifique costume trois pièces bleu nuit parcouru 
verticalement d’imperceptibles rayures blanches, le tissu légèrement brillant paraissait 
d’une douceur extrême, ça devait être de la soie, j’avais envie de le toucher mais je me 
retins de justesse” (236; emphasis mine). Thus we begin to see the way douceur extrême 
plays into François’ submission process: in a process that resembles hypnosis—in which 
the hypnotized places himself in a position of vulnerability to the hypnotizer, a form of 
submission and willingness to be directed—François reaches out to touch the douceur in 
spite of himself, as if hypnotized. It is during this particular event, on an evening of 
surprising temperateness, that François informs Rediger that he has finished his short 
book Dix Questions sur l’islam and subtly asks the university president to clarify any 
remaining concerns with regards to how his wives would be selected after his conversion.  
Throughout Soumission, we encounter the alternation between douceur extrême— 
a Neutral state of balmy softness— and frigid cold: “le froid…devenait…intense” 
(Houellebecq 218). The most crucial example of this alternation occurs when François 
experiences a definitive epiphany with regards to Huysmans, paving the way for his 
official conversion. Upon this realization, the weather changes by softening, signaling the 
beginning of François’ “supercool” life: “Une dépression venue des Açores venait 




l’air, comme une douceur louche” (Houellebecq 282). Once he completes the preface on 
Huysmans, the final “summit” of his intellectual life, François returns to his hotel room 
“doucement à pied” (Houellebecq 140). During the major conversion scene, Rediger 
speaks to François “doucement”—“C’est la soumission, dit Rediger doucement” (260)— 
and François hesitates to leave, wishing to remain in Rediger’s presence (262). Like the 
role of alcohol in the novel, which not only neutralizes affect but also substitutes for 
things such as joy and intimacy—the word “doux” invokes a similar diffusion of tension: 




While the extreme “douceur” diffuses tension and confounds clarity, the concept 
of weariness blurs the line between beginnings and endings. We encounter what Barthes 
calls “the paradoxical infinity of weariness: the endless process of ending” (16). This 
endless process of ending likewise involves an endless process of beginning: repeating 
(re-beginning) the same banal activities day after day, or re-experiencing quotidian 
irritations. In this regard, the following perspective illustrates the progression of my logic 
for explaining the Neutral’s progression to Nausea: Neutral> Endless Repetition> 
 
73 The Neutral in Soumission is both internal and external; the narrator embodies the 
Neutral but is also impacted by the Neutral.  This begs the question: is the Neutral a 
feeling (such as apathy or extreme detachment) or is it a type of doing/performing 
(whether action or inaction)? For the narrator, the Neutral is an inner state of being, but 
we also encounter Neutral conditions (such as weather) or outside events that influence 
him. That is, the Neutral is both embodied from the inside and absorbed from the outside. 





This novel that begins with an ending and ends with a beginning— actually 
contains a series of endings in the sense that once François’ summits have been reached, 
nothing remains to look forward to except an infinity of aggravation and dull headaches. 
Specifically, rather than acute suffering such as grief, his life is marked by “dull” and 
Neutral pains: “Je ne ressentais qu’une douleur sourde, amortie, mais suffisante pour 
m’empêcher de penser clairement; tout ce que je voyais c’est qu’une fois de plus je me 
retrouvais seul, avec un désir de vivre qui s’amenuisait, et de nombreux tracas en 
perspective” (Houellebecq 196). If the Neutral blurs lines that create clarity and 
distinction, François’ pain is Neutral in that it is just present enough to prevent the 
protagonist from thinking clearly.  
In the case of the François’ dyshidrose (206), a condition in which his toes fill 
with fluid to create painful blisters, this ailment cannot be cured and thus constantly 
“ends” temporarily only to begin again, embodying that endless process of ending. His 
recurring toe condition thus captures an aspect of the Neutral: the weariness produced by 
the unrelenting, repetitive pains of existence. If “weariness is repetition, a wearing away 
of every beginning” (Blanchot, qtd. in Barthes xx), then the Neutral concept of weariness 
informs the subjects of both Sartre’s Nausea and Houellebecq’s Soumission, specifically 
through an exploration of the relentless reappearance of these banal aggravations 
associated with existence.  
 The seemingly infinite repetition of daily exasperations is a prominent subject 




Soumission surmises that Huysmans was attracted to monastic life as a means of avoiding 
the burden of this endless succession: 
 
Ce qui l’attirait dans le monastère, je le soupçonnais, ce n’était pas avant tout 
qu’on y échappât à la quête des plaisirs charnels; c’était plutôt qu’on pût se libérer 
de l’épuisante et morne succession des petits tracas de la vie quotidienne, de tout 
ce qu’il avait si magistralement décrit dans À vau-l’eau. (Houellebecq 100) 
 
Rather than severe pain or physical desire that eventually passes, it is the monotony of 
everyday life that weighs most heavily, like the “lavabo bouché” that continually drips. 
François speaks of undignified pains; complaining that his “corps en général était le siège 
de différentes affections douloureuses—migraines, maladies de peau, maux de dents, 
hémorroïdes—qui succédaient sans interruption, ne me laissant pratiquement jamais en 
paix—et je n’avais que quarante-quatre ans!” (Houellebecq 98-99; emphasis mine). The 
narrator speaks generally of painful afflictions, but ones that are banal, senseless, and 
thus degrading. In this case, it is specifically the repetition that causes more suffering 
than the presence of pain itself. The narrator describes his social existence in precisely 
the same terms of repetition:  
 
Mon existence sociale n’était guère plus satisfaisante que mon existence 
corporelle, elle aussi se présentait comme une succession de petits ennuis—




malhonnête, erreur de déclaration d’impôts—qui là aussi se succédaient sans 
interruption, ne me laissant pratiquement jamais en paix. Au monastère, on 
échappait j’imagine à la plupart de ces soucis; on déposait le fardeau de 
l’existence individuelle. (Houellebecq 99) 74  
 
The word “fardeau” suggests a heaviness of monotony and repetition; the narrator thus 
implies that Huysmans was attracted to monastic life because he could lay down that 
“burden” of daily existence and thus avoiding these unremarkable yet unrelenting 
worries.75 In the Bible, the notion of weariness is associated with burden, a spiritual state 
of being “heavily laden.” In Soumission, François’ daily existence is a banal burden 
rather than the impetus for a religious search, and what the narrator suspects attracted 
Huysmans to monastic life. 
Considering the previous passage, it is important to note that it is through this 
succession of “petits ennuis” that François most identifies with Huysmans.76 Ellis Hanson 
 
74 This line evokes one particular line in Là-Bas, in which Durtal speaks of these same 
irritations, the weariness that comes with “petty” matters, which incite him to consider 
refuge in faith: “Il pouvait se l’avouer, ce désir momentané de croire pour se réfugier hors 
des âges sourdait bien souvent d’un fumier de pensées mesquines, d’une lassitude de 
détails infimes mais répétés, d'une défaillance d'âme transie par la quarantaine, par les 
discussions avec la blanchisseuse et les gargotes, par des déboires d'argent, par des ennuis 
de terme. Il songeait un peu à se sauver dans un couvent, ainsi que ces filles qui entrent 
en maison pour se soustraire aux dangers des chasses, au souci de la nourriture et du 
loyer, aux soins du linge” (Huysmans 14).  
75 The roots of the words monotony and monastery both evoke a sense of “oneness.” 
Monotony represents the repetition/recurrence of the same thing, whereas a monastery 
represents “one” order (or vows) that a group of people choose to live under. Monastic 
life is generally fairly repetitive and ritualistic, but it falls under the larger ideal of one, 
specific and unifying purpose. 





points out that, although François is presumably obsessed with the figure of Huysmans, 
he gives little critical detail about his work. (François’ basic commentary on À Rebours is 
trite: to call it a “masterpiece” (Houellebecq 38) and to mention briefly Des Esseintes’ 
imaginary journey to London (Houellebecq 138) in the context of his own travels). That 
is, the details he recounts constitute the same obsessions that François personally shares 
with Huysmans: such as the frustration of not being able to smoke (Houellebecq 215), 
quotidian headaches resulting from conversations with cleaning ladies (Houellebecq 99), 
or the difficulties of finding a certain type of woman, a woman resembling what François 
calls Huysmans’ ideal woman, already described at the age of 27 or 28 in Marthe:  
“femme pot-au-feu la plupart du temps, elle devait rester capable de se transformer en 
fille, à heures fixes précisait-il… il l’avait recherchée en vain” (Houellebecq 97). Clearly, 
the narrative is about François, not Huysmans. That is, Huysmans himself—like literary 
decadence—is a sort of superficial backdrop that serves to contrast and thus elucidate 
François’ own state of neutrality.  
Before we segue into a discussion of La Nausée, it bears mention that in terms of 
Huysmans’ célibataire protagonists, François most resembles the non-aristocratic 
Folentin in À-vau-l’eau—whose major quest is to find a decent meal—and least 
 
narcissistic reading is when he points out the specific parts of Huysmans’ writing that had 
“always” made him love the writer; these details are somewhat comic: “Lorsqu’il 
s’interreoge, parfois interminablement, dans En route, sur le fait de savoir s’il supportera 
la vie monastique, un des arguments négatifs retenus par Huysmans était qu’on 
l’empêcherait vraisemblablement, à l’intérieur des bâtiments, de fumer. C’était ce genre 
de phrases qui, depuis toujours, m’avait fait l’aimer; comme ce passage aussi où il 
declare qu’une des seules pures joies de la vie sur cette terre consiste à s’installer, seul, 
dans son lit, avec à portée de la main une pile de bons bouquins et un paquet de tabac” 




resembles the outlandish figure of Des Esseintes. Perhaps most telling is the nature of the 
commentary allotted to Là-Bas, perhaps the most shocking of Huysmans’ novels, which, 
as Ellis Hanson points out, involves little more than a mention related to cooking: 
 
He reads Huysmans’ most disturbing novel, Là-bas, not for its stylistic virtuosity, 
its satanic mysticism, or even its grotesque scenes of debauchery, but for its 
boringly comfortable passages about Maman Carhaix’s good French cookery: 
Huysmans’ idea of happiness, François argues, ‘was to have his artist friends over 
for a pot-au-feu with horseradish sauce, accompanied by an ‘honest’ wine and 
followed by plum brandy and tobacco, with everyone sitting by the stove while 
the winter winds battered the towers of Saint-Sulpice.’ Huysmans certainly 
longed for good companionship and good digestion—who does not?—but the rest 
of Là-bas aspires to a more sublime and mystical level of experience that is 
comically beyond François’s grasp, eager as he is to find the simple domestic 
pleasures so absent in his own life in the pages of one of Huysmans’ most 
notorious novels. (Telos) 
 
I use Hanson’s argument to show how François’ narcissistic reading assumes more 
serious implications as we examine Houellebecq’s allusions to La Nausée, which evokes 
the major preoccupation of À-vau-l’eau: the weariness that results from the unremarkable 





3.1.4 The Neutral Baffles Sartre’s Paradigm 
 
Sartre’s La Nausée portrays a disgust with the absurdities of everyday life, along 
with a realization and subsequent acceptance of the world’s presumably intrinsic 
meaninglessness. Critics have shown the way Huysmans—whose work often shows a 
similar disgust with petty elements of the quotidian—anticipated Sartre’s existentialism. 
Sartre even alludes to Huysmans in naming his protagonist Roquentin, a composite of the 
word “Roquefort” and Huysmans’ protagonist “Folantin” in À-Vau-l’eau: “Imaginons en 
revanche que, par une sorte de retour d’énergie refoulée, Roquefort réapparaisse dans 
Folantin: ce sera le nom d’autre célèbre héros célibataire, tout aussi nauséeux, mais plus 
dur peut-être, plus réflexif, celui, bien sûr, de Roquentin” (Richard Microlectures 147). If 
Soumission’s protagonist is a Huysmanist whose life also mirrors Sartre’s protagonist 
Roquentin, then La Nausée begs consideration as a crucial link for understanding 
Houellebecq’s literary parody of Huysmans’ life. 
Of all of the losses in Soumission, one stands out above all: the loss of of the 
subject of François’ academic work, J.K. Huysmans. As mentioned, this plot point 
parallels Sartre’s La Nausée, in which the protagonist Roquentin justifies his existence by 
his research subject, the Marquis de Rollebon. When Roquentin loses this justification, a 
sense of existential angst—characterized by the nausea that results in an acute awareness 
of the seeming absurdity of existence—suffuses the novel. Sartre writes, ‘jamais un 
existant ne peut justifier l’existence d’un autre existant’ (242). However, in Soumission, 




least superficially, a “Huysmanist” even after his conversion), but as the companion with 
whom he had lived during the seven years of his research, spent “dans sa présence quasi 
permanente” (Houellebecq 13-14).  
In Soumission, we encounter numerous textual references to Sartre’s novel and 
structural references involving the plot and characters. As we have seen, François 
confronts the philosophical problem of the need to justify one’s existence. After François 
achieves the intellectual summits that had formerly provided justification, he asks: 
 
Et en quoi une vie a-t-elle besoin d’être justifiée? La totalité des animaux, 
l’écrasante majorité des hommes vivent sans jamais éprouver le moindre besoin 
de justification. Ils vivent parce qu’ils vivent et voilà tout, c’est comme ça qu’ils 
raisonnent; ensuite je suppose qu’ils meurent parce qu’ils meurent, et que ceci, à 
leurs yeux, termine l’analyse. Au moins en tant que spécialiste de Huysmans, je 
me sentais obligé de faire un petit peu mieux. (Houellebecq 47-48)77 
 
This question recurs when François travels alone through the Dordogne, and he attempts 
to distract himself from the absurdity of his existence by the thought of Myriam, whom 
 
77 The word justify is synonymous with “legitimize,” “authorize,” and “explain.” The 
synonym “explain” is particularly interesting, in the sense that animals’ existence does 
not need to be “explained” (defying analysis), in the same way that Nothomb’s characters 
defy analysis (i.e. Lucette’s suicide demands no explanation therefore she leaves no 
note). Houellebecq seems to satirize the ways humans justify a range of things: whether 
our existence, our actions, our choices, our identities, or projects in which we are 
complicit, such as colonialism. In short: all is “justifiable” (explainable, authorizable) in 
Houellebecq’s universe, yet all leads to the same decay, rendering the question of 




Sartre would call another “existant.” He implies that if they were traveling as a couple, he 
would not need to justify his presence at the hotel: “un couple est un monde, un monde 
autonome… solitaire, j’étais traversé de failles” (Houellebecq 132). François thus asserts 
that if Myriam were present, he would not be forced to contemplate his existence. This 
instance at the hotel recalls a particular scene in La Nausée, as Sartre’s protagonist 
describes a young couple dining happily in a restaurant, who will eventually be forced to 
find “[une] autre chose pour voiler l’énorme absurdité de leur existence” (155). Sartre 
addresses the problem of using an “existant”—whether a physical lover such as Myriam 
or a (hypothetical) research subject such as Huysmans— to justify another existant.  That 
François complains of the need to justify his existence, whether on earth (in general), at 
the hotel in the Dordogne, or later, at Ligugé, Huysmans’ former monastery, illustrates 
how Houellebecq addresses the same questions evoked in La Nausée. Yet Houellebecq 
arrives at no solution akin to Sartre’s philosophy of personal responsibility. That is, he 
portrays an absurdity of existence but gives us no way forward.  
Second, we encounter several allusions to Sartre and to La Nausée throughout the 
text, two of which are significant in that they highlight a contrast between Sartre’s 
universe—predicated on the possibility of change—and Houellebecq’s universe of 
irrevocable loss. The first occurs when François first meets Lempereur, as the young 
academic explains his intellectual development and initial fascination with his research 
subject, Léon Bloy:78 
 
78 The critic, writer, and polemicist Léon Bloy was a friend and spiritual mentor of 
Huysmans, instrumental in his conversion to Catholicism. Known for his temper, bigotry, 





Bloy, c’était l’arme absolue contre le XXe siècle avec sa médiocrité, sa bêtise 
engagée, son humanitarisme poisseux; contre Sartre, contre Camus, contre tous 
les guignols de l’engagement, contre tous ces formalistes nauséeux aussi, le 
nouveau roman, toutes ces absurdités sans conséquences. Bon, j’ai vingt-cinq ans 
maintenant: je n’aime toujours pas Sartre, ni Camus, ni quoi que ce soit qui 
s’apparente au nouveau roman… (59-60; emphasis mine). 
 
Although Lempereur speaks these words, his sentiments echo those of François with 
regards to the concept of engagement. We have seen that François is a deviant twentieth 
century intellectual figure in the sense that he is “as political as a bath towel” 
(Houellebecq 50): clearly a major contrast to the likes of Sartre or Camus. That is, the 
nausea that pervades the text of Soumission does not involve the Sartrean call to action, 
as Sweeney asserts. Rather, it involves a Neutral existence. These direct references to 
Sartre and La Nausée—in conjunction with my previous discussion of the Neutral—help 
explain the different philosophical judgments of Houellebecq and Sartre. If the Neutral 
baffles the paradigm— if we conceptualize the Neutral as a new opposition between the 
“normal” opposition and (something else)— we arrive at the following structure:  
  
 
Huysmans, a work that presents the author before and after his religious conversion. The 
two had a tumultuous friendship, and both were to influence the later conversions of 




Old Paradigm (Paradigm between two choices) 
 




Sartre’s paradigm of Unavoidable Choice  (Versus)… No Choice (or all choices are 
bad, lead inevitably to decay) 
 
 
Sartre’s Universe (Change on the Horizon)  Houellebecq’s Universe (No 
possibility of change, all has 
been lost) 
 
François goes “with the grain” because in his universe (as opposed to Sartre’s), all is 
already lost irrevocably. For Sartre, change was always on the horizon; indeed, his entire 
philosophy was predicated on the possibility of change.  In Houellebecq’s universe, the 
impossibility of change renders choice either irrelevant or nonexistent. That is, all choice 
leads to the same decadence, or inevitable decay: to the same nothingness. 79 
We encounter our second crucial allusion to La Nausée, during a conversation 
between François and the Belgian academic and President of the New Sorbonne Rediger, 
who “converts” him. The narrator experiences an “envie de vomir” (Houellebecq 250) 
upon Rediger’s iteration of the word “humanism.” He drinks more wine to dismiss the 
effect: “je repris un verre de Meursault pour faire passer” (Houellebecq 251). The phrase 
“envie de vomir” alludes to Roquentin’s reaction to a conversation with the Autodidact in 
La Nausée, involving the concept of humanism. The desire to vomit is la nausée: “Les 
 
79 In problematizing Sartre’s philosophical framework of choice, Houellebecq questions 
the idea of agency. In this sense, the novel’s title is strangely misleading. Is François’ 
“submission” (presumably to Islam) an active choice? Or is it a passive yielding? The 




hommes. Il faut les aimer les hommes. Les hommes sont admirables. J'ai envie de 
vomir—et tout d'un coup ça y est: la Nausée” (Sartre 169). We encounter this same 
distaste for humanism in Soumission, which likewise manifests itself through the sudden 
appearance of Nausea. 
The concept of humanism enters into play not only in terms of the literary parody, 
but also in the political realm. The sham Emperor of the political parody comes to 
incarnate a “new humanism”: Ben Abbes “souhaite avant tout incarner un nouvel 
humanisme, présenter l’islam comme la forme achevée d’un humanisme nouveau, 
réunificateur…” (Houellebecq 152). In contrast to Ben Abbes’ image as the symbol of 
humanism, the soixante-huitards are presented as “momies progressistes mourantes, 
sociologiquement exsangues mais réfugiés dans des citadelles médiatiques d’où ils 
demeuraient capables de lancer des imprécations sur le malheur des temps et l’ambiance 
nauséabonde que se répandait dans le pays…”(Houellebecq 153-154). The word 
“exsangues” suggests that the disciples of Sartre are now worn out, without force or 
influence, throwing out empty commentary in the putrid atmosphere of the country, with 
no power to effect change. In a sense, these soixante-huitards—who represent Sartre’s 
humanism, described in Existentialism is a humanism—are replaced by another 
representation of humanism: the ill-defined, mysterious “humanisme nouveau” of Ben 
Abbes. Strangely, although François wants to vomit upon hearing the word “humanism” 
in the context of the 20th century, he readily accepts Ben Abbes’ version without a flinch 
of disgust. 




context. The Meursault wine is particularly significant in light of Camus’ L’Étranger 
whose protagonist is called Meursault. The Meursault wine represents both a “blurring of 
distinctions,” as well the problematic notion of habituation: that is, what initially shocks 
or disturbs eventually becomes “normal,” and even “natural.”80 This brings to mind a 
moment in L’Étranger, in which Camus evokes the way his mother habituates to her 
surroundings. The description is chilling: “Dans les premiers jours où elle était à l’asile, 
elle pleurait souvent. Mais c’était à cause de l’habitude. Au bout de quelques mois, elle 
aurait pleuré si on l’avait retirée de l’asile. Toujours à cause de l’habitude” (Camus 12).  
In Soumission, we encounter the same gradual, unconscious habituation in the sense that 
the prospect of keeping more than one wife—a shocking idea to many—gradually 
becomes more readily visualized and realizable to François.81  
In addition to helping François resist the urge to vomit upon hearing the word 
“humanism” as mentioned above, the Meursault wine also embodies a blurring of 
distinctions, a crucial aspect of Sartre’s Nausea and Barthes’ Neutral: the muffled, the 
muted, the ill-defined. François gushes about the Meursault wine, citing its indistinctness 
 
80 This brings to mind another line in L’Étranger, in which Camus comments on the way 
one habituates to surroundings, or in this case, to their prisons. In his prison cell, the 
narrator says that with time, his thoughts changed from the thoughts of a free man to 
those of a prisoner: “Je sentais tout d’un coup combien les murs de ma prison étaient 
rapprochés. Mais cela dura quelques mois. Ensuite, je n’avais que des pensées de 
prisonnier” (117-118).  Similarly, Houellebecq’s narrator describes the high-rise 
apartment buildings in Paris as “cellules” (206), suggesting that freedom and choice are 
illusions, and that these inhabitants are prisoners without even knowing it. 
81 François’ viewpoint—in which he argues that “le partriarcat avait le mérite minimum 
d’exister, enfin je veux dire en tant que système social il perséverait dans son être” 
(Houellebecq 41) — allows for what Bourdieu might call “the maintenance of these 
permanences” (MD 83), as he attempts to explain how a society can agree to perpetuate a 




as its most admirable quality: “Le Mersault est une synthèse, il est comme beaucoup de 
vins à lui tout seul, vous ne trouvez pas?” (Houellebecq 247-248; emphasis mine). 
Meursault is thus distinguished paradoxically in becoming a synthesis of many wines at 
once; this blurring of distinction thereby becomes a distinction in itself.  
To consider this blurring in light of the act of naming, we consider the name 
François—notably among the most common French names—as an indicator of François’ 
indistinct state. If names serve to distinguish what a thing is from what a thing is not, 
Houellebecq’s use of extremely common French names such as François or his colleague 
Marie-Françoise further emphasizes the blurring of difference. In La Nausée, Sartre 
suggests that things begin to resemble each other and blur together, to the extent that “on 
se demande comment les gens ont eu l’idée d’inventer des noms, de faire des 
distinctions” (206). This blurring together becomes a paradoxically intense Neutral, just 
as the state of “Nausea” becomes a proper noun with its own force, appearing suddenly as 
“la Nausée” (169). If Nothomb’s protagonist Plectrude is embodied textually by her 
unprecedented name, then François is characterized by this Neutral blur. He praises the 
Meursault wine because it blends many qualities together to create a single wine that 
embodies all wines at once. That is, Meursault manifests the Neutral.  
Houellebecq’s portrait of François and the universe he inhabits becomes “banal 
yet poignant,” the same words that Zola uses to describe Huysmans novel En Ménage 
(Baldick 58) and, ironically for a so-called Huysmanist, the only of Huysmans’ works 
that François comments on at length. In the next section, we continue to explore the way 




3.1.5 Italicizing Decadence 
 
An examination of the italicized words in Soumission sheds light on 
Houellebecq’s literary subversion, in which the Neutral blurring of distinctions comes to 
represent the decay of language. Houellebecq distinguishes this by placing non-specific, 
common words in italics, one of his signature trademarks, thereby emphasizing the banal 
and the blurred. The effect of Houellebecq’s italics create a tone of irony—a literary style 
akin to making quotation marks with the fingers—an effect not unlike that of Flaubert’s. 
Henry H. Weinberg writes of Madame Bovary: “The italicized phrase transmits, in the 
protagonist's own words, the attitude of indifference, of neglect, of satisfaction with the 
mediocre” (108). Likewise, Houellebecq uses italics to showcase banality, to express 
François’ “satisfaction with the mediocre,” and to satirize literary decadence. Weinburg 
further comments on the irony conveyed through italics: “Most…examples of italics 
contain a distinct ironic note. Irony, which pervades the entire novel and can be said to 
constitute the basis of its point of view, appears sharper, more condensed, in the italicized 
phrases” (111). As we shall see, Houellebecq metaphorically places decadence in italics, 
reducing it to a cheap commodity. 
Through italics, Houellebecq emphasizes “general” words that distinguish little: 
words such as sympa or bien. The word sympa is used in relation to the caricatures of 
exaggerated bourgeois “normalcy” that François’ father and his wife Sylvia represent. 
His father is the stereotype of a traditional French bourgeois—with a comfortable country 




and dinner in a village restaurant—and his extremely normal, well-dressed, well-coiffed 
wife. As François journeys to his father’s estate to sort out legal matters after his death 
(specifically, François’ own claim to his father’s wealth), he discovers that his father had 
experienced a “fin de vie sympa” (Houellebecq 192). His wife Sylvia reiterates that 
hunting, which she calls “très sympa” (Houellebecq 192), had become his passion. The 
emphasis on the word sympa highlights the Neutral: like the “dull and muffled pain” 
(196), the word sympa signifies a “dull and muffled” pleasure: what I call an 
“exaggerated” state of mediocre pleasantness, a state at odds with the euphoric 
“originales extases” that Huysmans sought.  
François’ father’s wife Sylvia embodies the sympa life that the two had lived 
together. François is puzzled that this utterly normal woman had found something to love 
in his extremely ordinary father: “On avait affaire à une femme normale, et même d’une 
normalité presque exagérée […] Chez cet homme âgé, ordinaire, elle avait su, la 
première, trouver quelque chose à aimer” (Houellebecq 194; emphasis mine). With her 
normal “coiffure” and respectable “habillement,” Sylvia caricatures a hyperbolically 
ordinary woman attracted to the ordinariness of his father. Moreover, rather than the 
abject state of grief or mourning, we encounter the two “normal” characters of Sylvia and 
François participating in what appears to be a “normal” social interaction.  Yet their 
exchange eventually becomes “un peu triste” (Houellebecq 193), “un peu” suggesting (as 
in the sushi scene with Myriam), not a concrete state of sorrow, but rather a dull, Neutral 
malaise: one akin to Nausea.  




also a sense of “okay-ness” that, in Barthes’ terms, “baffles the will of life” (176). Just 
before he learns of his father’s death, François hires two escorts, which leave him with a 
sense of “niceness” devoid of any real force: “En somme ces deux escorts étaient bien. 
Pas suffisamment quand même pour me donner envie de les revoir, ni d’engager avec 
elles des relations suivies; ni pour me donner envie de vivre” (Houellebecq 188).  Bien 
takes on an aspect of the Neutral in that it incites neither a desire to repeat the experience, 
nor to continue living. Referring again to Barthes’ wou-wei, this state of bien provokes 
neither the opposite of the “will to life” nor the state of concrete depression or 
hopelessness that one associates with suicide, the willful choice of death. Houellebecq’s 
emphasis of bien shows a decay of language that echoes the decay of the will to life: a 
decay of vitality. 
Richard Millet’s commentary on Houellebecq’s use of language informs the 
author’s caricature of decadence. Millet argues that this reduction of his own language to 
the banal serves a specific function: to neutralize style. He describes the language of 
Houellbecq as “le symptôme de la défaite littéraire et politique de la France”: 
 
La langue de Houellebecq est sans style (passions sur le lieu commun qui, volonté 
ou fatalité, ferait un style de cette absence de style): une “écriture” moins neutre 
ou moins “blanche” qu’on ne le croit, puisque sa fonction est de neutraliser tout 
élan stylistique, celui-ci désormais sans valeur en un monde où l’échelle critique, 





The idea that Houellebecq’s signature is created through the absence of style recalls 
Barthes’ Le Degré zéro de l’écriture, in which he calls Camus’ attempt at non-emotional, 
neutral writing “zero degree writing.” Houellebecq’s “neutral” writing, however, is filled 
with seemingly uninspired words that lack both specificity and originality.  That is, he 
uses unoriginal language to create a novel whose effects are actually quite original, 
which, we might argue, accomplishes the strange feat of utilizing banality in an original 
manner. Rather than abolishing distinction, as Millet argues, Houellebecq blurs 
distinction and uses (indistinct) language in a (distinctive manner), which serves as ironic 
mode of criticizing the decay of the French language as a whole, and especially its 
commodification. That is, Houellebecq seems to criticize the pragmatic use of language 
whose utilitarian goal is to transmit an instantaneous message to consumers rather than to 
achieve original literary style.  
Millet argues that Houellebecq reduces his language to the unoriginal cliché to 
suggest that French language and literature exist today as a cliché. Rather than italicizing 
poetic, fantastical, or even sacred words, Houellebecq draws attention to the unoriginal: 
 
C’est ce qui réduit la portée apocalyptique de l’entreprise par laquelle il révèle la 
défaite du langage devant le consumérisme culturel général; d’où cette marque du 
discours houellebecquien: le recours aux italiques qui signale le cliché, un peu 
comme l’italique, chez Gracq, faisait signe vers le poétique, le merveilleux, 





Houellebecq ironically italicizes the common and—perhaps more importantly in terms of 
blurred distinctions— the general. (As mentioned, Houellebecq frequently uses the word 
general, further emphasizing the General i.e. non-specific). Millet’s evocation of 
language’s appeal to “consumérisme culturel général” communicates a stark contrast to 
Des Esseintes’ pursuit of the most rare, refined, or unprecedented. Moreover, 
Houellebecq not only neutralizes style, he actually degrades it through the use of slang, 
and what Millet calls “langage vulgaire”: 
  
...Le triomphe du parataxe plutôt que de la phrase complexe, le règne de l’argot et 
du langage vulgaire (supercool, chiant, à chier, merde, etc.), l’ensemble de ces 
fautes faisant partie du grand cliché linguistique française, la langue française en 
quelque sorte mise à mort comme mythe et comme instrument de transmission au 
profit d’une “communication” plus instantanée, “authentique,” “ludique” et 
“sympa” (Soumission ayant lui-même les allures d’un roman sympa, tout comme 
François est cool): autrement dit la fin d’un monde—celle de l’Europe, continent 
littéraire par définition….La véritable soumission ici, c’est la soumission à l’idée 
que la littérature française ne puisse plus exister autrement que par le cliché: il 
n’est jamais question de dissidents littéraires contemporains, chez Houellebecq. 
(7-8) 
 
Through the use of linguistic clichés, Houellebecq participates (albeit ironically) in this 




specifically, words facilitate immediate gratification rather than the painstaking pursuit of 
the “originales exstases”—symbolized by the “nutritive moelle” (309)— what Huysmans 
represents as the effect of reading Baudelaire or Mallarmé.82 
As we saw in À Rebours, Des Esseintes sought, through minimization and 
reduction processes, to boil works and sensations down to an original essence. 
Houellebecq, by italicizing words such as sympa, bien, people (286), or common rail 
(126), seeks to reduce words to their utmost banality.83 In addition to linguistic clichés, 
Houellebecq presents a series of stereotypes— including characters (Sylvia, François’ 
father), places (the iconic Dordogne region with its confit de canard), and historical 
periods (Lempereur and his Second Empire apartment)— to emphasize an absence of 
nuance and omission of complexity. Here, I add to Millet’s commentary in order to show 
that Houellebecq’s “originality” actually depends upon his use of clichéd language and 
stereotypes, ones that blur distinctions and emphasize the banality of sameness.  
The Neutral, in the absence of specificity and intensity, actually develops 
paradoxical force. Likewise, the cliché involves an unexpected incisiveness in its 
unabashed banality and unoriginality.84 This concept echoes a line in À Rebours in which 
 
82 Unlike Des Esseintes, who alternately critiques and lauds the artists and writers of his 
generation, Houellebecq does no such thing. Although François idolizes Huysmans, 
Houellebecq has nothing either positive or negative to say about any contemporary 
French writers, maintaining a Neutral silence on his own literary generation.  
83Many consider the use of English words infiltrating the French language as proof of the 
“decadence” of the French language. Perhaps by italicizing common or slang English 
words, he emphasizes this decay.  
	
84	The word cliché originates from the printing of photographs, as “a stereotype, 
electrotype, or other plate used for printing an image,” associated with photography as a 





the narrator suggests that certain books are so insipid that they actually attain a “rarity”: 
“Ces livres étaient, au point de vue de la conception, d’une telle nigauderie et ils étaient 
écrits dans une langue si nauséeuse, qu’ils en devenaient presque personnels, presque 
rare” (Huysmans 257). If decadence (like Susan Sontag’s iteration of camp) is partially a 
question of “effect,” then Houellebecq’s (original) use of lackluster words ironically 
produces a concentrated, robust effect. Dominick LaCapra points out a similar 
phenomenon with the use of cliché in Madame Bovary. Charles, the ultimate simpleton, 
dies of love, like a Romantic hero; similarly, Un Coeur Simple recounts the poignant 
story of a simpleton woman. Referring to Charles Bovary, LaCapra writes: “Then the 
question is whether cliché itself provides some mode of access to the sacred, perhaps 
through the narrow gate of stupidity” (111). By emphasizing (through italics) the non-
sacred, and in reducing everything—including, as we shall see, decadence itself— to 
clichéd banality, Houellebecq accomplishes a strangely potent work. His signature brand 
of banal neutrality becomes a bizarre manifestation of going “against the grain” of 
decadence. That is, Houellebecq subverts language and literature by reducing it to 
superficial clichés, thereby degrading everything that Huysmans’ decadence upholds.  
 
 
then Houellebecq uses the (unoriginal) cliché to emphasize this lack of originality as a 
manifestation of linguistic and social decay. That is, if Houellebecq’s François is no 
decadent writer or critic of the caliber of Des Esseintes—who, like Baudelaire, embodies 
the notion of artist as critic—then it would seem that Houellebecq underscores this loss 





3.1.6 Superficial Aura 
 
Aura: a supposed subtle emanation from and enveloping living persons and things, 
viewed by mystics as consisting of the essence of the individual, serving as the medium 
for the operation of mesmeric and similar influences. (OED) 
 
The pivotal conversation in the novel—what is referred to as the conversion 
scene—conjures up clichéd imagery of decadence, yet it is a scene in which the 
protagonist goes precisely “with the grain.” In contrast to Huysmans’ decadence, which is 
characterized by what it defies or deviates from, what we find in the pages of 
Houellebecq’s novel is “une espèce d’aura” (Houellebecq 249; italics Houellebecq’s), 
which seduces François. That is, we encounter the supposed aura, or “essence,” of 
decadence, but not the thing itself. In this scene, decadence becomes a series of 
superficial clichés whose “aura” serves as the medium for Rediger’s mesmeric influence. 
As we shall see, by placing the word aura in italics, Houellebecq creates an ironic and 
superficial manifestation—a general aura—of decadence. Yet the original essence, or 
“nutritive moelle” (Huysmans 309), of Huysmans’ decadence is absent. Houellebecq thus 
renders decadence a cliché that is marked by slick surfaces, exteriors, and iconic imagery 
of the fall of Rome, such as the superficial view of the Arènes de Lutèce that serve as a 
stage set or “décor” for the conversion scene, reminding us of the “classic” touchstone of 
Roman decadence. 




aura, or aura hysterica, is associated with the nineteenth century neurologist Jean-Martin 
Charcot and his investigation of hysteria, a disease historically associated only with 
women. Charcot examined hysteria through hypnosis, as he “believed for many years” 
that only those “predisposed to hysteria could be hypnotized” (Henley and Hergenhahn 
486). Yet in Soumission, we encounter two men (the protagonist François and the former 
intelligence agent Tanneur, who I will discuss in Part Two), not women, who at various 
moments in the text, appear mesmerized by “la magie hypnotique” (Houellebecq 210), 
hypnotized by powers both political (Ben Abbes) and religious (Robert Rediger). In the 
context of Charcot, the aura hysterica functioned as the intermediary stage between a 
“normal state” and the hysterical attack:  
 
The aura appears… ‘several minutes before the attack’… transition to the attack is 
described as follows : the patient’s speech becomes short and fragmented, 
movements become brusque, the eyes become cloudy and fixed, the pupils dilate, 
and without screaming, the attack erupts. In other words, aura hysterica forms an 
intermediate stage in the scientific will of the Iconographie photographique de la 
Salpêtrière, a latent stage between the patient’s so-called normal state and the 
outbreak of the attack. (Link Heer 118-119)  
 
Considering this notion of aura as a warning/holding space, or, as the OED puts it, a 
“premonitory symptom in epilepsy and hysterics,” the decadent “aura” in Soumission 




François’ past life and his official ceremony of public pronouncement of “conversion” to 
Islam at the end of the novel. That the “aura” functions as a symptom or warning sign 
brings to light the following question: if the novel itself functions as some type of 
premonition, what, exactly, does it forewarn?  
When considering the notion of “aura” italicized, in conjunction with Huysmans’ 
portrayal of originality discussed in chapter one, it is also helpful to consider Walter 
Benjamin’s definition of aura in relation to the original work of art, whose aura involves 
a work’s literal “presence in time and space” (298). As Benjamin writes:  
 
One might subsume the eliminated element in the term “aura” and go on to say: 
that which withers in the age of mechanical reproduction is the aura of the work 
of art. This is a symptomatic process whose significance points beyond the realm 
of art. One might generalize by saying: the technique of reproduction detaches the 
reproduced object from the domain of tradition. By making many reproductions it 
substitutes a plurality of copies for a unique existence. (299) 
 
The aura—that is, the authenticity, authority, and uniqueness of a work—is sacrificed 
when it is reproduced through photography. The implications of Benjamin’s definition of 
aura for Soumission involve, in particular, the concept of cliché, which, as we saw above, 
was originally used in photography to describe the multiplicity of reproducibility.85 
 
85 A cliché is closely associated with a stereotype, a word that also originates with the 
ability to print and reproduce originals. In printing, the stereotype signified the “solid 





Decadence becomes a series of clichés in Soumission: of unoriginal, reproduced copies.86 
Thus we find the iconic imagery of decadence, such as the outline of Roman ruins, but 
not the core of Huysmans’ decadence, whose work involved a search for profound 
originality of art and sensation. Houellebecq’s protagonist seeks no such thing, markedly 
content with clichés—the commonplace that everyone repeats—as well as stereotypes 
and superficial outlines. Houellebecq’s “espece d’aura,” is a purposefully and satirically 
inauthentic imitation of the original essence of Huysmans’ decadence. 
The narrator calls Rediger’s abode an “espèce d’aura” (249). The seductive 
backdrop is set from the moment that François arrives: 
 
Il habitait une maison particulière dans une rue charmante du cinquième 
arrondissement, et mieux encore il habitait une maison particulière 
historique…Mon admiration pour les moyens financiers mis à disposition de la 




form of type” (OED). Although both words are associated with processes of 
reproduction, we encounter one key difference. The cliché has lost its poignancy through 
overuse, becoming hackneyed and banal. A stereotype has not necessarily lost its effect; 
rather, its existence has been strengthened through the “type” having been repeatedly 
embedded in the collective imagination of society through various forms of 
representation. 
86 Recall the moment when François bursts into tears upon realizing that Myriam had 
been part of a family unit. In addition to noting the dismemberment of the Western 
nuclear family, we can also read this as François’ realization that Myriam is an original—
not a cliché, or a reproduced copy. François, on the other hand, is a cliché: a reproduced 




That Rediger inhabits a maison particulière historique communicates not only his wealth, 
but also the impression of good taste that implies reverence for history. Likewise, upon 
first encounter, François remarks on what appears to indicate Rediger’s good taste; his 
business card “paraissait élégante et de bon goût” (Houellebecq 241). That the words 
“maison particulière” and “historique” are placed in italics suggests satirical implications. 
Throughout this scene, the two men discuss the historical periods most iconic of 
decadence: the fin-de-siècle Europe of Huysmans’ time and the Roman Empire. Yet the 
presence of “history” and “literature” (François’ dissertation included) serves merely to 
enhance the appearance of scholarly authenticity, just as the wall of books creates a 
surface impression of literariness: “Un des murs était entièrement recouvert de livres” 
(Houellebecq 244). Moreover, as François accepts a glass of Meursault wine, he notices a 
view of the Arènes de Lutèce: “Mon fauteuil faisait face à une haute fenêtre ancienne, 
aux carreaux séparés par des croisillons de plomb, qui donnait sur les arènes. C’était une 
vue remarquable, je crois que c’était la première fois que j’avais une vue aussi complète 
de l’ensemble des gradins” (Houellebecq 245). 87  François is satisfied by the impression 
of the Roman arena: a non-pervasive backdrop to the conversation that contributes to the 
superficial aura of decadence that involves no quest for truth or knowledge. That is, 
François is satisfied with an outline of the arena that appears illuminated.88 
 
87 The narrator also comments on the metro stop “Arènes de Lutèce,” making the point 
that this “curieuse bouche de metro […] dont l’apparence générale néo-babylonienne 
était parfaitement incongrue à Paris—et l’aurait été d’ailleurs, à peu près n’importe où en 
Europe” (242). This line suggests that Houellebecq’s fictional Paris represents Europe in 
general.  
88 François is markedly impressed by the superficial impression of illumination. He is 





François’ state upon arrival at Rediger’s home indicates that he has already been 
primed for conversion: that is, ready to submit to a new vision for the second part of his 
life. The narrator notes: 
 
Le fait est en tout cas que je bénéficiais d’une espèce d’aura, alors que je 
n’aspirais plus qu’à bouquiner un peu, en me couchant vers quatre heures de 
l’après-midi avec une cartouche de cigarettes et une bouteille d’alcool fort, mais 
aussi il me fallait bien reconnaître que j’allais mourir à ce rythme, mourir 
rapidement, malheureux et seul, et avais-je envie de mourir rapidement, 
malheureux et seul ? En définitive, moyennement. (Houellebecq 249; emphasis 
mine) 
 
The word “moyennement” indicates the narrator’s middling approach to suicide. Not 
wanting to die, not wanting to live, he occupies that paradoxically intense Neutral space 
of wou-wei that disorients the will to life and baffles the paradigm. From this point on, 
the superficial “aura” of the scene presents the narrator with a vivid and tangible 
representation of what his life might resemble in the future. This portrait—with the 
stunning maison particulière historique, with the presence of two wives— requires no 
imagination: François witnesses firsthand a life of comfort and expedience, with an 
impressive bookshelf to represent his intellectual status, good food and alcohol, and the 
pragmatic advantages of polygamy: “les avantages physiques d’Aïcha” along with “les 
 





petits pâtés chauds de Malika” (Houellebecq 296). This vision provides a seductive 
alternative to the existence he previously imagined for himself: that of slowly committing 
suicide by getting into bed in the afternoon with alcohol and cigarettes. Although the 
narrator does not seem to feel intensely about anything, including suicide, he has opened 
himself to the now namable possibilities that Rediger both symbolizes and presents.  
This moment in the narration represents an important aspect of our discourse on 
religious conversion, as this scene is one of communion. That is, François communes 
with Rediger in that he partakes readily and gleefully of his food and wine. If the 
Meursault wine is a potent symbol of the Neutral in its blurring of distinction, 
synthesizing many wines at once, then François literally consumes the Neutral.89 In the 
same way that Des Esseintes drinks in an embodiment of originality (upon the creation of 
the tortoise) through the consumption of his rare and exotic tea, the Meursault wine, 
drunk with Rediger, represents an act of communion that results in a religious 
conversion. That is, François undergoes a process of transformation that is enabled 
through his consumption of food and alcohol. Although the Neutral has confounded the 
concept of “choice,” it seems that François chooses to go to Rediger’s home and to 
partake of the Meursault, leading to his conversion. 
 
89 Yet again, we encounter a strange confusion between Being the Neutral and 
Performing the Neutral. (A similar confusion between Being/Performing also occurs in 
Nothomb’s text, as Plectrude performs/becomes her “role” as artist/ballerina). 
Sometimes, the Neutral is acted upon François from the outside, and other times, he 
enacts the Neutral (i.e. by passively submitting to a Neutral stance or aura). Yet this is a 
strategic confusion, as Houellebecq upends the paradigms of active submission /passive 
submission, or choose to Act/choose not to act. The reader is left wondering whether 
François acts or is acted upon, whether he “submits” passively or actively. Indeed, the 
protagonist’s “resignation partielle” (Houellebecq 121) encapsulates a Neutral state that 




As we have seen, the Neutral word là, as a deictic, simultaneously summons the 
specificity of “now” or “this” while demonstrating François’ hazy uncertainty with 
regards to his physical presence at various places in the novel: in the Dordogne, his 
second presence at Ligugé 20 years after the first, and his existence (presence) on Earth. 
The one moment in the text when François is assured of his presence occurs during one 
of the final academic receptions at the Sorbonne, when he is mesmerized by the Neutral 
“douceur extrême” of the three-piece silk suit. This time, François is no longer a guest or 
an outsider; he belongs to the territory and orders with confidence: “Je connaissais 
maintenant le menu par cœur, et je commandai avec autorité mon assiette” (Houellebecq 
287). François has been clearly transformed by the “hypnotic magic” set in motion by 
Ben Abbes, by the “douceur êxtreme” produced by the temperate weather and the 
softness of silk, and by the superficial “aura” of decadence. Most importantly, he has 
partaken (and thus communed) with Rediger and his rewritten version of Islam. As Erich 
Neumann writes in the Origins and History of Consciousness: “The assimilation and 
ingestion of the ‘content,’ the eaten food, produces an inner change. Transformation of 
the body cells through food intake is the most elementary of animal changes experienced 
by man” (31). François has been seemingly transformed by what he has chosen to 
consume. 
 To return to our discussion of italics, it bears mention that in the English 
translation of Soumission, the word decadent is placed in italics. If Houellebecq chooses 
to italicize the most trite and general (non-precise) words, then the metaphorical 




is somewhat confounding.90 It would seem that Houellebecq reduces decadence to 
something worn out by repetition and clichéd: certainly something less terrifying than the 
plunge into the depths that Baudelaire sought: “Baudelaire était allé plus loin; il était 
descendu jusqu’au fond de l’inépuisable mine, s’était engagé à travers des galeries 
abandonnées ou inconnues, avait abouti à ces districts de l’âme où se ramifient les 
végétations monstrueuses de la pensée” (Huysmans 252-253). That is, rather than a quest 
for the nutritive essence of bone marrow, Houellebecq caricatures decadence through a 
series of superficial clichés. The “aura” of decadence is metaphorically placed in italics to 
underscore the ironic nature of Houellebecq’s satirical enterprise. Thus Houellebecq 
ultimately degrades decadence itself by making it superficial. Moreover, if, as many 
critics have pointed out, language is degraded when it serves to commodify, Houellebecq 
likewise degrades decadence by using it as a selling point.91 
 
3.1.7 Parody of Huysmans’ Conversion 
 
Although the conversation with Rediger over Meursault wine is often referred to 
as “the conversion scene,” and despite the fact that François participates in an official 
conversion ceremony, the crucial turning point in the novel occurs when François goes to 
 
90 The only instance that Houellebecq actually uses the word “decadent” is to refer to 
Jesus as “la personnalité décadente, marginale de Jésus” (272). In Stein’s English 
translation, the word decadent is italicized, but it is not italicized in the original French. I 
have not been able to determine whether Houellebecq approved the italics of decadent in 
the translation. 
91 When I saw that the protagonist of Houellebecq’s latest novel was a Huysmanist and 




Brussels, the city where Rediger experienced an epiphany regarding the suicide of 
Christian Europe, and where he subsequently converted.92 François’ time in Brussels 
signifies the end of his lifelong relationship with Huysmans, and the final summit of his 
intellectual work, where he writes the preface to the new edition of the Pléaide on 
Huysmans: 
 
…c’était ce que j’avais fait de mieux; et c’était aussi, le meilleur texte jamais écrit 
sur Huysmans. Je rentrai doucement à pied, comme un petit vieux, prenant 
progressivement conscience que, cette fois, c’était vraiment la fin de ma vie 
intellectuelle ; et que c’était aussi la fin de ma longue, très longue relation avec 
Joris-Karl Huysmans. (Houellebecq 282-283) 
 
Like Rediger, the narrator has an epiphany: he concludes that Huysmans’ conversion was 
clearly tied to a “plan de carrière” (Houellebecq 279). He further insists that “le seul vrai 
sujet de Huysmans était le Bonheur bourgeois … inaccessible au célibataire” 
(Houellebecq 281). This realization frees François to choose the same strategy he asserts 
 
92 Houellebecq invokes Brussels as the city where many fin-de-siècle writers, including 
Huysmans, published in order to escape censure, captured in Baudelaire’s “Sur la 
Belgique.” Baudelaire begins “Pauvre Belgique” by citing vers de Voltaire sur la 
Belgique: “La France a l’air bien barbare. Mais allez en Belgique, et vous deviendrez 
moins sévère pour votre pays…À faire un croquis sur la Belgique, il y a, par 
compensation, cet avantage qu’on fait, en même temps, une caricature des sottises 
françaises” (819). In an almost comic way, Belgium represents an (even worse) 
political/moral state than that of France. In going to Brussels, François goes even further, 
jusqu’au bout. In French literary history/imagination, Belgium is among the most 
degraded of places: a city of “la saleté et la tristesse,” where one feels “au bord de la 




Huysmans chose, allowing him to retain his comfortable status in society, to ensure 
access to the consumption of sensual and culinary pleasures.  
Several justifications support the assessment of François’ conversion as 
superficial. First, he admits that he knows nothing about Islam. When offered the 
Meursault wine during the conversation with Rediger, he pauses: “il me semblait que 
l’islam condamnait la consummation d’alcool, enfin d’après de ce que je savais, au fond 
c’est une religion que je connaissais mal” (Houellebecq 244-245). Second, what he does 
learn of Islam is gleaned from Rediger’s simplified synopsis, Dix questions sur l’islam, 
which, as we shall see, includes a “light” version of complexities dealt with by Guénon 
and what Rediger himself calls a “petit exercise de vulgarisation” (Houellebecq 290). 
François thus compromises his status as a scholar by readily accepting Rediger’s 
“rewritten” version; any intellectual discomfort, or fear with regards to the “Créateur de 
l’Univers, qui surveillerait chacun de mes actes” (Houellebecq 262), along with the 
prospect of developing cancer of the mouth from smoking, like Huysmans or Freud, is 
put to rest with a bottle of rum (Houellebecq 263). 
Despite the dubious or superficial nature of François’ conversion, several 
passages in the novel suggest that the narrator will indeed begin life anew, suggesting the 
exterior markings of a “legitimate” conversion evocative of baptism. Traditionally, 
baptism is a public display of an inner transformation, a symbolic separation between the 
old life and the new. Immediately after François makes his official “break” with 




période supercool de ma vie” (Houellebecq 284).93 The writing of the narrator’s Pléiade 
preface separated—like a baptism—the old life and the new: the termination of his 
scholarly life, and the beginning of the “supercool” existence. 
If Huysman’s decadence is a movement of “going against the grain,” then 
François’ conversion is equally extreme in that he goes precisely with the dominant 
cultural trajectory, seeking neutrality while avoiding anything that requires sacrifice or 
self-denial. The juxtaposition of intense suffering versus ease is particularly evident in 
view of Myriam’s new life. François imagines his official acceptance speech at his 
conversion ceremony: 
 
J’aurais certainement, avant de prononcer mon discours de réponse (qui serait, 
selon la tradition, fort bref), une ultime pensée pour Myriam. Elle allait mener sa 
propre vie, je le savais, dans des conditions beaucoup plus difficiles que les 
miennes. Je souhaiterais sincèrement que sa vie soit heureuse—même si je n’y 
croyais pas beaucoup. (Houellebecq 299)  
 
The conditional use of the verb— J’aurais certainement—now reflects what will happen 
“certainly” in the future, as opposed to the recounting of a future that has already 
finished. Recall the protagonist’s strange uses of verb tenses that indicate what he would 
have liked to have happen, as if the story were over at the time of narration. Here, the 
 
93 François thus repeats the trajectory of his father: “Un peu comme cela s’était produit, 
quelques années auparavant, pour mon père, une nouvelle chance s’offrirait à mon père, 
une nouvelle chance s’offrirait à moi; et ce serait la chance d’une deuxième vie, sans 




writing is no longer conditional, as François envisions a distinctive, vivid future of ease, a 
Neutral life, devoid of the Nausea that has weighed down his existence thus far, and 
equally devoid of the pain Myriam will suffer in Israel. That is, the verb is in the 
conditional form even though the future is certain, so we might say that it both is and is 
not conditional; rather, it is a strange in-between in terms of tense. 
François’ conversion to Islam becomes a way of maintaining the troubling state of 
the Neutral, a form of “marrowless” decadence. Considering that Islam is an Arabic word 
that means “submission” (to the will of God), then François’ “submission” is 
confounding. Does François actively place himself in a space of complete 
surrender/submission, or does he passively yield? Just as the Neutral baffles Sartre’s 
paradigm of choose to act/choose not to act, submission in the novel baffles the 
opposition of active/passive surrender.94 What is the extent of François’ agency, and how 
does the question of agency play into Houellebecq’s parody? 
Now that we have examined Houellebecq’s parody of decadence, we shall turn 
our attention to the political parody, which likewise hinges on a religious conversion. 
	  
 
94 Rediger’s reference to Pauline Réage’s Histoire d’O— in which O goes to the chateau 
of her lover to place herself in a posture of total submission—further complicates the 
question of active/passive surrender. Alluding to Histoire d’O, Rediger suggests that the 
summit of happiness exists in submission:  “‘C’est la soumission,’ dit doucement 
Rediger. ‘L’idée renversante et simple, jamais exprimée auparavant avec cette force, que 
le sommet du bonheur humain réside dans la soumission la plus absolue’” (Houellebecq 
260). Just as O calculatedly places herself in a posture of vulnerability, François places 




Section Two: The Political Parody 
 
3.2.1 Houellebecq’s Third Empire Farce 
 
In Soumission, we encounter Marx’s idea of the farcical repetition that is the 
founding principle of the Second French Empire in this third farcical empire of 
Houellebecq’s France—that of the Emperor Ben Abbes, who is cut from the same cloth 
as Napoleon (Houellebecq 289) — which will repeat the farce of the former colonial 
Second Empire of the previous century.95 This allegory of empire begins with Ben 
Abbes: for all his supposed political “modération” (Houellebecq 154), he has his ultimate 
sights on the greatest icon of decadence, the Roman Empire: “Mais sa grande référence, 
ça saute aux yeux, c’est l’Empire romain—et la construction européenne n’est pour lui 
qu’un moyen de réaliser cette ambition millénaire” (Houellebecq 157).96 Furthermore, 
Abbes models himself on the Emperor Augustus: “Son modèle ultime, au fond, c’est 
l’empereur Auguste; ce n’est pas un modèle mediocre” (Houellebecq 160).97 Perhaps 
most striking is the fact that Abbes is described by Rediger as having what we might call 
 
95 In the novel, this farcical Empire is aimed specifically at France but the allusions to 
Rome suggest that Ben Abbes has his sights set on Europe and beyond. 
96 Just as Rome serves as the benchmark for Ben Abbes, it was also a reference point for 
the renovation of Paris under the Second Empire. According to Simon Kelly, “The 
emergence of a new idea of France in the Second Empire was inextricably linked to the 
rise of a new idea of Paris” (20). That is, the transformation of Paris under Baron 
Haussmann “was informed by his [Napoléon III’s] admiration for the ancient world and 
specifically the belief that the capital could be the new Rome” (Kelly 20). 
97 It is interesting to note that Augustus, the original emperor of Rome and a sort of 
“founding figure” of Empire building, serves in Soumission as the model for Ben Abbes, 




today “killer instinct” (politically) that draws on the symbolic power of Rome, 
transferring government headquarters there (Houellebecq 289). Finally, we are left 
without a doubt as to Abbes’ empire-building goals: “La reconstruction de l’Empire 
romain était en marche, donc, et sur le plan intérieur Ben Abbes accomplissait un 
parcours sans faute” (Houellebecq 198). Clearly, Ben Abbes is an Emperor in the 
making, and in terms of our political parody, the farcical sham Augustus/Napoleon with a 
Third Empire in sight. 
The satirical nature of Houellebecq’s novel—which portrays the beginning of this 
Third French empire— is clear from the beginning, when we are introduced to a 
character called Lempereur and enter the stage set of his Second Empire apartment, 
replete with a Bouguereau painting, the epitome of the style pompier that represented 
pompous bourgeois values during the Second Empire and was associated with the slick 
and artificial surfaces that some artists called “Bouguereauté.”98 Lempereur’s abode—
and the man himself, who appears to wear makeup—manifest the corrupt yet slick 
surfaces associated with the Second Empire, perhaps best captured in Zola’s 1871 novel 
La Curée.99 The presence of Lempereur suggests that in Soumission, a second “repeated 
 
98 The subject matter of the Bouguereau painting is also significant in that the painting 
portrays half-nude women in a garden with flowers, the type of subject matter than any 
“utterly normal” man would find to his taste (the same type of “normal” man to which 
Youporn channels cater). François is by his own admission “un homme d’une normalité 
absolue” (Houellebecq 25), with a taste for “soirées sur Youporn... qui répondait aux 
fantasmes des hommes normaux, répartis à la surface de la planète” (Houellebecq 25). 
99 The allusion to Bouguereau, who was commissioned by the French government to 
depict Napoleon III in a disaster scene, contains further implications for the consideration 
of farce in Soumission.  In 1856, Bouguereau painted “Napoleon III visiting the flood 
victims of Tarascon,” a work poorly received by critics; this was to be the artist’s only 





history” is in the process of repeating itself yet again. Once again, Marx’s dictum rings 
true: history enacts itself ‘the first time as tragedy, the second as farce’ (15), to which I 
add, the third time as a parody of the Second Empire farce.  
To examine Houellebecq’s political parody, we must consider Emperor Napoleon 
III, responsible for many conquests and initiatives that would double the French empire 
overseas during the Third Republic, and for creating (or revising) a cohesive narrative of 
France’s past. That is, Napoleon III promoted a history in which “local and regional 
histories could then be woven into a rich, panoramic tapestry of collective national 
memory” (Watson 41). We see the remnants of Napoleon III’s reign—and the sense of 
this patrimoine he created— through the country’s emphasis on general cultural 
knowledge, even today. Because the mission civilisatrice involved “a duty to convey” 
French culture to the world (Majumdar 27), we can say that Napoleon III aimed to 
strengthen the idea of the supremacy of the country’s cultural heritage, which would lay 
the groundwork for this ideology to be developed more systematically under the Third 
Republic with Jules Ferry’s aggressive military actions. As Jean-Benoît Nadeau and Julie 
Barlow write: “Learning history and geography are practically republican duties in 
France. Both are fundamental components of what the French call culture générale” 
(112). However, given that the idea of “France” was bound to the reality of its colonial 
 
between the First and Second Empires here is striking. Napoleon I was able to call upon 
the towering geniuses of David, Gros and Ingres, whilst Napoleon III could only mobilize 
the lesser talents of a group of young, rigidly academic artists” (Fondation Napoléon). 
Thus the juxtaposition of the great depictions of Napoleon Bonaparte, contrasted with 
Bouguereau’s mediocre, “academic” (i.e. bourgeois, formulaic) painting of Napoleon III, 
must be considered in light of Marx’s formulation of the Second Empire as a “degraded” 




empire, the loss of this Empire functions for Houellebecq as one element of the state of 
irrevocable loss that we find in his texts. Recall Houellebecq’s words in Public Enemies: 
“everything that is lost is lost absolutely and for all time.” 
In Soumission, François allegorically embodies this state of irreversible loss. 
François’ common French name aptly represents Houellebecq’s allegory of 
François/France. And yet François shows no attachment to his country, readily admitting: 
“Je connaissais peu la France, en general” (Houellebecq 126). While in the Dordogne 
avoiding the political unrest in Paris, he notes “les beautés naturelles de la région” 
(Houellebecq 135) and “des falaises calcaires” (Houellebecq 134); the beautiful surface 
of these unshakeable rocks contrast with the fragility of life, evidenced by the anonymous 
dead body that the narrator discovers at a deserted gas station along the way: an 
indication of political violence. François then admits that he knows absolutely nothing 
about the Dordogne, “sinon que c’est une région où l’on mange du confit du canard” 
(Houellebecq 126). His knowledge of the region pertains strictly to the consumption of 
food and the possibility of pleasure. Like his “superficial” (Houellebecq 144) knowledge 
of geography, François’s political knowledge is also limited to his desire for 
consumption. François classifies war and politics in terms of entertainment: “Beaucoup 
d’hommes s’intéressent à la politique et à la guerre, mais j’appréciais peu ces sortes de 
divertissement, je me sentais aussi politisé qu’une serviette de toilette, et c’était sans 
doute dommage” (Houellebecq 50). François fills time and space “en attendant la mort” 
(Houellebecq 50), and his political apathy is further emphasized by his own reference to a 




Yet to assume that François is completely disengaged (politically) would be 
misleading; that is, he is engaged passively as a neutral spectator. He thoroughly savours 
watching political debates on television, which he pairs with microwave dinners and 
copious amounts of wine. He particularly enjoys election night:  
 
J’aimais toujours les soirées d’élection présidentielle; je crois même qu’à 
l’exception des finales de coupe du monde de football, c’était mon programme 
télévisé favori…j’avais mis la veille deux bouteilles de Rully au frais. Dès que 
David Pujadas prit l’antenne à 19 heures 50, je compris que la soirée électorale 
s’annonçait comme un très grand cru, et que j’allais vivre un moment de 
télévision exceptionnelle. (Houellebecq 74-75)  
 
If the Dordogne region is limited to impressions of confit de canard, François likewise 
anticipates the political spectacle as he would “un très grand cru.” Thus François’ interest 
in politics is both limited to and limited by his own physical body and its capacity for 
consumption. In Soumission, politics as mere spectatorship functions as a symptom of 
societal decadence. 
François’ political disengagement is particularly unsettling given his standing as a 
distinguished university professor. Specifically, his political apathy is acutely contrasted 
to prominent intellectual figures of the twentieth century, most notably Sartre. François 
shows a particular distaste for humanism; the word itself makes him want to vomit 




does not involve a call to action:  
 
Producing severe bouts of nausea in various protagonists in each of Houellebecq’s 
novels, this contemptus mundi is not a provocation to action or to a heightened 
sense of moral or political responsibility in the Sartrean sense; Houellebecq’s 
characters are emphatically not in the mould of Roquentin. The recognition that 
‘life is shit’ produces, not a desire for social change or political insurrection, but 
only more of the same; a maintenance of the ‘rancorous cataloguing’ of the shit 
that assumes a post-ideological guise. (166) 
 
When François speaks of giving up his life, he makes the distinction that he would not do 
it for his country: “Je me sentais moi-même prêt à me perdre, pas pour ma terre 
spécialement” (Houellebecq 169). He likewise iterates that he has no concern for his 
fellow human beings, and even less when considering his fellow “compatriotes”: 
“L’humanité ne m’intéressait pas, elle me dégoûtait même, je ne considérais nullement 
les humains comme mes frères” (Houellebecq 207). François has no sense of anything 
beyond his individual existence, not unlike Nietzsche’s contemptible Last Man, with no 
higher horizon than his own comfort, epitomized by the last line of Thus Spake 
Zarathustra: “ ‘We have discovered happiness’ – say the Last Men, and blink thereby” 
(11).   
François’ political apathy reveals a lack of connection to any cohesive narrative of 




that “something greater,” such as one’s country, is worth the cost of self-denial—is 
absent. François is the physical embodiment of the aftermath of loss: he was brought into 
an existence in which he has nothing much to live for (beyond pleasure), and perhaps 
more problematically, nothing worth dying for. Considering that the novel is haunted by 
the presence of absence, it would seem that François was born into a state of permanent 
absence and void, bereft of anything that might warrant sacrifice. Houellebecq’s 
marrowless decadence—with no impulse toward suffering or sacrifice—is therefore more 
disturbing than the prospect of sadism that pervades Huysmans’ novels. 
 
3.2.2 Islam Caricatured 
 
In contrast to François, the aforementioned character Tanneur wants to rebuild an 
Empire, to restore colonial glory, and to renew a sense of patriotic pride in his country. 
He suggests to François that religion—something stronger and more durable—must be 
reinstated in Europe, in France, and thus in “François.” Tanneur has been tracking Ben 
Abbes for a decade and harbours a quasi-religious zeal for him, as well as for the 
twentieth-century poet Péguy. (When François arrives at the Tanneur home, the elderly 
gentleman is “trépidant littéralement d’enthousiasme” when he speaks of the new leader 
(Houellebecq 151), seemingly under the spell of his “magie hypnotique” (210)). Both 
Ben Abbes and Péguy represent the imperial political potential behind a love of God 
intermingled with a love of country; Tanneur quotes Péguy and explains: “Il doit évoquer 




plus fort, à une mystique d’un ordre supérieur” (Houellebecq 161-162). Tanneur goes on 
to say that Medieval Christianity endured for longer than a millennium, while the values 
of the Revolution and the Republic barely endured for more than a century. Thus he 
implies that the secular French Republic has already ended, and that religion is a superior 
and more durable ideology that can serve to underpin and restore political power and 
glory. 
In the Reactionary Revolution, Richard Griffiths examines the intersection of the 
Catholic revival, French colonialism, and the mission civilisatrice, in conjunction with 
the movement of literary decadence, analysing the Catholic authors who proclaimed 
France’s superiority and its “mission as the first-born of the Catholic church” (293).100 
Griffiths contends that Islam—which many described as a “sublime faith” of “simplicity” 
and “innate mysticism” (247, 248)—was ironically the catalyst for renewals of 
(European) Catholic faith at the end of the nineteenth century. That is, many converts to 
Catholicism were “officers in the French colonial army” (244), and Griffiths attributes 
Islam’s impact to the fact that it “was a religion of pure faith, far from the tepid 
 
100 For a fascinating exploration of the symbiotic relationship between the literary 
movement of decadence and the church, see Ellis Hanson’s Decadence and Catholicism. 
Hanson and other critics have shown how Catholicism offered the decadents a style of 
erotic, mystical, and aesthetic expression (recall discussion of sensual pleasure in religion 
in Madame Bovary in chapter one) amidst a society of bourgeois materialism. He argues 
that Huysmans is “most Decadent when he is most Catholic” (“Huysmans and 
Houellebecq”). Hanson explains: “The decadents found that the church was, and always 
had been, as sensual as it was spiritual, as pagan as it was Christian, as textual as it was 
transcendent. They began with the one great conflict, the great paradox at the heart of 
Christianity, the always already transgressed boundary between spirit and flesh, the Word 
of God and the words of humankind. This highly improbable and unstable dichotomy is 
the engine behind the narrative of sin and redemption, a story without an end (not on 




Catholicism of the bien-pensants, and even further from the godless society of the Third 
Republic […] It is this whole longing for a society ruled by faith which caused the 
influence of Islam, upon those who came into contact with it, to be so great” (254-255). 
However, as we shall see, Islam in Soumission—rather than Christianity—takes on the 
role of the “tepid sham” (247), to use Griffiths’ word, which many felt characterized the 
Catholicism of the period. 
François’ conversion narrative, on the other hand, could not be further from the 
examples Griffiths cites involving a longing for “innate mysticism” or “sublime faith.” 
Rather, Houellebecq’s fictional Islam becomes a means to perpetuate a materialistic 
culture of consumption. François’ lack of patriotism, his lack of connection to the land of 
France, and his admitted disinterest in humanity would seem to prohibit his being drawn 
to a new religious regime. Instead, it renders him vulnerable to his own soumission 
civilisatrice, that is, to any ideology that ultimately enables him to pursue his own 
diversions while avoiding discomfort. For him, Ben Abbes’ Islamic government thus 
becomes a vehicle to maintain his own apathetic neutrality. 
The clearest example of this fictional Islam’s association with the attainment of 
socio-economic benefits is the aforementioned Robert Rediger, the Belgian academic and 
President of the Islamic Sorbonne. Rediger does not symbolize exotic alterity; rather he is 
a bourgeois European with Catholic roots and a drive toward upward mobility, in both 
political and monetary terms. He wears jeans, a black leather aviator jacket, and sports a 
crew cut, resembling a college jock: a comic look for a university president. He is built 




overtly charming and even childlike, reminiscent of a charismatic American business 
guru or motivational speaker; François finds his smile “extrêmement surprenant chez un 
homme d’allure si virile; je pense qu’il le savait, et qu’il savait s’en servir” (Houellebecq 
240).  
Rediger is a caricatured version of the faithful and of the French intellectual class. 
One of the crucial points in the novel involves the omission of specific details: that is, we 
never witness Rediger engaged in any form of religious activity, such as worship, giving, 
or the call to prayer. Rather, his actions centre on maintaining his charming exterior 
image—the narrator is confident that Rediger will enjoy giving an excellent speech at his 
conversion ceremony (Houellebecq 298)— rather than on scholarly activity. The 
university president admits that he had obtained his doctorate, “mais ce n’était pas une 
très bonne thèse” (Houellebecq 245). He literally rewrites Islam in the short book Dix 
questions sur l’islam, which Rediger himself calls a “vulgarisation” (Houellebecq 290). 
Moreover, François calls Rediger’s summary of René Guénon “une version accessible, 
une version light” (Houellebecq 274).101 As a figurehead of the Islamic Sorbonne, this 
portrait encourages Adam Gopnik to see the French intellectual class as the primary 
object of Houellebecq’s critique: “It turns out that the principal target of the satire is not 
French Islam—which is really a bystander that gets, at most, winged—but the 
 
101 Rediger’s thesis is titled Guénon lecteur de Nietzsche (Houellebecq 245), an ironic 
detail considering that Guénon criticized the very Eurocentric neo-spiritualism that 
Rediger embodies. René Guénon also adheres to the descriptions of several figures that 
Griffiths cites, as someone whose time in North Africa—Egypt, in Guénon’s case—
clearly influenced his religious practice. Esoteric doctrines form the cornerstone of his 
writings, and although he published on topics ranging from Hindu doctrine to the 





spinelessness of the French intellectual class, including the Huysmans-loving narrator” 
(“The Next Thing”). Although it seems dismissive to say that Islam gets “winged”— the 
issue of polygamy alone, posed by new French laws allowing up to four wives, raises 
provocative questions in the novel— I too argue that the target of the satire is the 
Redigers and the François of the story: those who go “with the grain.” In Soumission, the 
French intellectual class uses Islam, as others have used Christianity, as a means to 
ensure socio-economic gain, status, power, and most of all, comfort.102 Or, put another 
way: they show a relentless pursuit of a Neutral existence of marrowless decadence.  
 
3.2.3 Education, Family, and Birthrate 
 
As we have seen, the movement of literary decadence—which coincided with the 
Catholic revival and colonial expansion at the end of the nineteenth century—undergirds 
our understanding of Houellebecq’s post-colonial parody of Western society, which 
charts a farcical colonization process of France’s own citizens that results in a new, 
Eurocentric “Islamic” Empire under a sham Napoleon. That is, François’ conversion 
narrative presents a process of assimilation into a new colonial empire, one that parodies 
the assimilation process that historically forced the peoples of colonized territories to 
become officially integrated into the French Republic. 
 
102 Threats to Catholicism have served at various times as a pretext for France’s presence 
in countries that were to be colonized. For example, during the Second Empire, the threat 
to the lives of the Catholic priests and the native Catholic was a primary reason for the 




Cultural historian Margaret A. Majumdar argues: “In spite of its overt secularism, 
what was proposed by the most fervent advocates of assimilationism was in many 
respects a process, very similar to a religious conversion” (26). In a literal sense, 
assimilation in the French colonies relied on religious evangelizing by the Catholic orders 
and lay missionaries (Majumdar 27). In religious terminology evocative of baptism, this 
‘cultural’ assimilation was often marked by the renouncement of the “former” identity. 
Majumdar writes: “One of the qualifications for the acquisition of French citizenship was 
a certain level of educational attainment, involving, sometimes explicitly, the repudiation 
of any other cultural inheritance” (21). In general 
 
very few of the colonised subjects could actually attain the rank of citizen, which 
was limited to a small elite who had successfully negotiated the successive 
hurdles of the French education system and passed the assimilation test. In 
Algeria, which was not even considered a colony but an integral part of France, 
the Arab or Berber population could only acquire full citizenship rights if they 
renounced the Muslim statut personnel. (Majumdar 11) 
 
This renunciation equated to a “repudiation of the Muslim religion” (Majumdar 21).103 
Thus, the possibility of attaining French citizenship presupposed the attainment of 
education, and that education often involved or resembled a religious conversion. In 
Houellebecq’s novel the Islamic takeover of education as a Sous-mission parodies this 
 
103 Majumdar indicates that this renouncement was stipulated in the Sénatus Consulte of 





The first measure that Ben Abbes’ government enacts is to vie with the Socialist 
Party for power over educational institutions, thus infiltrating society at an ideological 
level. The former intelligence agent Tanneur describes Ben Abbes’ new educational 
order:  
 
Chaque enfant français doit avoir la possibilité de bénéficier, du début à la fin de 
sa scolarité, d’un enseignement islamique […] ce qu’ils souhaiteraient au fond 
c’est que la plupart des femmes, après l’école primaire, soient orientées vers des 
écoles d’éducation ménagère, et qu’elles se marient aussi vite que possible—une 
petite minorité poursuivant avant de se marier des études littéraires ou artistiques 
[…] Par ailleurs, tous les enseignants, sans exception, devront être musulmans. 
(Houellebecq 82-83) 
 
The takeover of public education would likely result in numerous conversions to the new 
order, as well as a complete social reordering that would limit women to the domestic 
sphere. To maintain a position at the new Sorbonne, François would be required to 
convert and to renounce his own statut personnel, just as the Muslim Algerians in the 
nineteenth century had to renounce theirs. Yet the irony in François’ case is that he has 
nothing to renounce: that is, he lacks a statut personnel. Neither Catholic nor an atheist—
with a loathing for humanism—the one identity that he possesses is that of a Huysmanist. 




party’s foremost pragmatic goal, which involves a return to the nuclear family unit that 
would ensure a more robust birth rate. Once education is successfully re-ordered to re-
instill patriarchal values, the education budget diminishes in order to directly subsidize 
families: “Le déficit budgétaire n’en serait même pas augmenté: l’augmentation des 
allocations familiales était intégralement compensée par la diminution drastique du 
budget de l’Éducation nationale” (Houellebecq 199). Moreover, Tanneur analyzes Ben 
Abbes’ political genius, what enabled him to win the election:  
 
Le véritable trait de génie du leader musulman avait été de comprendre que les 
élections ne se joueraient pas sur le terrain de l’économie, mais sur celui des 
valeurs; et que, là aussi, la droite s’apprêtait à gagner la ‘bataille des idées’, sans 
même d’ailleurs avoir à combattre […] Concernant la restauration de la famille, 
de la morale traditionnelle et implicitement du patriarcat, un boulevard s’ouvrait 
devant lui. (Houellebecq 153; emphasis mine) 
 
This particular line reveals two aspects concerning the political parody: the use of the 
word “boulevard” (likely another allusion to Napoleon III’s Second Empire and Baron 
Haussmann’s complete overhaul of Paris and its streets), and Ben Abbes’ “restoration” of 
the family in light of the prevailing fear of depopulation at the end of the nineteenth 
century. 
A preoccupation with the low birth rate can be traced back to France’s defeat in 




of patriotism (Houellebecq 258). Émile Zola’s novel Fécondité, published in 1899, 
exemplified a contemporary obsession with the declining birth-rate. Historian Camille 
Robcis writes that between 1890 and 1893:  
 
the number of deaths exceeded the births, or to quote a famous expression from 
the time, ‘the coffins outnumbered the cribs’ […] During those years, 
‘depopulation’ emerged as one of the most powerful key words in both domestic 
and foreign policy […] In the field of foreign policy, depopulation justified 
France’s colonial mission. (29-30) 
 
If the fear of depopulation was used as an argument for France’s colonial expansion, a 
strangely similar phenomenon plays into Soumission’s political parody. 
In Soumission, traditional war—whether the Franco-Prussian war, or even the two 
World Wars—is not evoked as a threat to the birth-rate.104 Rather, liberal individualism 
poses the greatest danger. The narrator summarizes one of Rediger’s arguments in Dix 
questions sur l’islam:  
 
autant l’individualisme libéral devait triompher tant qu’il se contentait de 
dissoudre ces structures intermédiaires qu’étaient les patries, les corporations et 
les castes, autant, lorsqu’il s’attaquait à cette structure ultime qu’était la famille, 
 
104 The two world wars diminished France’s birthrate to the extent that Charles de Gaulle 
encouraged women to contribute in terms of reproduction rather than production: to have 
more children. George Magnus writes that in 1945, de Gaulle “called upon French 




et donc à la démographie, il signait son échec final; alors venait, logiquement, le 
temps de l’Islam. (Houellebecq 271; emphasis mine) 
 
The new regime pays the highest premiums for “family values,” in part to ensure a more 
robust birth-rate. The fear of the erosion of the family and thus a declining population—
the same fear that helped justify France’s colonial mission at the end of the nineteenth 
century, and a fear that has historically plagued the country at various times throughout 
the twentieth century—paves the way for Ben Abbes’ political victory. That is, the family 
is not simply the backbone of a traditional society based on faith, but an insurance policy 
in the building of Empire.  
As we shall see, Rediger’s “re-written,” caricatured version of Islam becomes the 
logical conclusion to the ideological battles (related to humanism) of the twentieth 
century. 
 
3.2.4 “Retour du Religieux”: Imams 3.0 
 
For Rediger, the time of Huysmans’ writing coincided with the height of 
European colonial dominance. The novel’s parody of Empire and of conversion reveals 
the following parallel structure: Huysman’s decadence/Catholic revival/colonialism 
coincides with Houellebecq’s “neutralized” (marrowless) decadence /Islamic 
‘humanism’/post-colonialism. Like the nineteenth-century triad, that of the twenty-first 




Rediger notes that from the age of 15, he had anticipated “le retour du 
religieux” (Houellebecq 254). Rediger’s prediction comes to pass, and we see the 
resurrection of religion in the form of Islam, which is juxtaposed to Christianity as its 
“religion sœur, plus récente, plus simple et plus vraie” (Houellebecq 275). Particularly 
strategic is the fact that Ben Abbes’ Islam comes to represent a “nouvel humanisme” 
(Houellebecq 152). Within this framework, atheistic humanism is problematic, while 
religious humanism endures and unifies. 
Born into a Catholic family, Rediger was initially oriented toward his “tradition 
d’origine” (Houellebecq 255). During his first year at university, he joined a nativist 
movement, which his Muslim friends view as an understandable side-step that sprang 
from his “quête d’un moyen de sortir de l’humanisme athée” (Houellebecq 254). 
Presumably, atheistic humanism is problematic because it is not rooted in what the 
character Tanneur calls “something higher”—such as land, nation, history, or religion. 
Gopnik describes Rediger’s opinion in this way: “the struggle of the twentieth century 
was between two failed humanisms […] between the “hard” humanism of Communism 
and the “soft” humanism of liberal capitalism, each in its way “horribly reductive”” 
(“The Next Thing”). We infer through Rediger’s narrative that because atheistic 
humanism failed, some form of faith/religion must take their place. As Gopnik writes, 
“Islam rushes in to fill the absence” (“The Next Thing”). 
Rediger recounts the moment that he knew for certain that Christian Europe had 
committed suicide. When the bar Métropole in Belgium suddenly closes its doors, 




out of the question: 
 
Sans la chrétienté, les nations européennes n’étaient plus que des corps sans 
âme—des zombies. Seulement, voilà: la chrétienté pouvait-elle revivre? Je l’ai 
cru, je l’ai cru quelques années—avec des doutes croissants, j’étais de plus en 
plus marqué par la pensée de Toynbee, par son idée que les civilisations ne 
meurent pas assassinées, mais qu’elles se suicident. (Houellebecq 255)  
 
Rediger further describes his thoughts during his last night at the Bar Métropole, what he 
calls “le sommet du décor Art nouveau” (Houellebecq 255) and a thus symbol of 
European dominance at the height of civilization: 
 
Penser que l’on pouvait jusque-là commander des sandwiches et des bières, des 
chocolats viennois et des gâteaux à la crème dans ce chef-d’œuvre absolu de l’art 
décoratif, que l’on pouvait vivre sa vie quotidienne entouré par la beauté, et que 
tout cela allait disparaître, d’un seul coup, en plein cœur de la capitale de 
l’Europe!... Oui, c’est à ce moment-là que j’ai compris: l’Europe avait déjà 
accompli son suicide. En tant que lecteur de Huysmans, vous avez certainement 
été agacé comme moi par son pessimisme invétéré, ses imprécations répétées 
contre les médiocrités de son temps. Alors qu’il vivait à une époque où les nations 
européennes à leur apogée, à la tête d’immenses empires coloniaux, dominaient le 




This passage implies that life at the peak of fin-de-siècle literary decadence was actually 
a civilizational zenith of extraordinary beauty, luxury, and comfort—symbolized by the 
Bar Métropole— that was rendered possible by European colonial domination. For the 
sake of political parody, Rediger’s over-arching narrative can be simplified to this: 
Europe at its summit “disappeared” quickly, just as the bar Métropole suddenly closed its 
doors. Christian Europe is not going to make a comeback. Enter: Islam, a practical and 
strategic vehicle for colonial Empire.  
In the text, Nietzsche’s writing plays a role in the discussions of the “suicide” of 
Christian Europe, as well as helping to explain Rediger’s philosophy.105 Rediger—a 
scholar clearly influenced by Nietzsche [“Nietzsche était décidément une obsession chez 
lui” (Houellebecq 273)]—implies that the pessimists who decried the decline of culture at 
the end of the nineteenth century had yet to see the official proof of Europe’s suicide, 
which Rediger identifies with World War I:106 
 
105 Here, Nietzsche’s writing in The Gay Science contains underlying implications for the 
discussion of the death of Christianity. Through the aphorism that "God is dead," 
Nietzsche implied that the rejection of God's existence meant that the Christian moral 
framework would no longer dominate Western human thought and actions. Nietzsche 
thus saw the potential for danger in his own diagnostic observation, fearing the "advent of 
nihilism" (Will to Power 3) that might ensue. That is, some other framework would 
inevitably replace Western religion or divine right as a governing influence, which 
opened the doors for other ideologies to usurp its place. In the twentieth century, this took 
the form of authoritarian systems, the most obvious examples being those perpetrated by 
Hitler, Stalin, and Mao Zedong. Some thus view Nietzsche as a philosopher who 
"prophesied" the atrocities and bloodshed of the twentieth century. 
106 Although Rediger places Europe’s suicide at World War I, the narrator questions this 
assessment, arguing that the Franco-Prussian War had been equally absurd (Houellebecq 
258). Indeed, the Franco-Prussian War marked a major turning point in terms of political 
disillusionment, setting off political paranoia, a desire for the revenge of what was 
considered the unjust loss of the Alsace region, a mounting distrust of the Germans, and 





Cette Europe qui était le sommet de la civilisation humaine s’est bel et bien 
suicidée, en l’espace de quelques décennies, reprit Rediger avec tristesse… il y a 
eu dans toute l’Europe les mouvements anarchistes et nihilistes, l’appel à la 
violence, la négation de toute loi morale. Et puis, quelques années plus tard, tout 
s’est terminé par cette folie injustifiable de la Première Guerre Mondiale. Freud 
ne s’y est pas trompé, Thomas Mann pas davantage: si la France et l’Allemagne, 
les deux nations les plus avancées, les plus civilisées du monde, pouvait 
s’abandonner à cette boucherie insensée, alors c’est que l’Europe était morte. 
(Houellebecq 257)  
 
That the two most civilized nations were those embroiled in the “senseless butchery” of 
World War I is in keeping with a certain discourse of decadence that dictates that an apex 
of civilization precedes a subsequent fall into total chaos. Rediger’s proselytizing shows 
that the madness of World War I is this fall, and it can be traced to a society without a 
moral framework—specifically, one provided by family and religion—as its spinal 
column. In short: because no religious ideology replaced the moral framework of 
Western religion, and because both forms of atheistic humanism failed, chaos and 
butchery ensued. 
With the epiphany that Christianity would never revive itself, Rediger goes 
immediately to an imam the next day (on Easter Monday, significantly, possibly 
 
Franco-Prussian War, which ended the Second Empire, again highlights the relevance of 
Marx’s dictum that history repeats itself as a farce. This farcical repetition of past 
“histories” activates the French meaning of the word “histoire” that captures both 




symbolizing resurrection but also in direct contrast to a sacred date in the Christian 
calendar). He pronounces “la formule rituelle” (Houellebecq 257) of conversion, and 
rather than introspection, we see the outward embrace of the faith that occurs literally 
overnight. This swift transformation indicates a strategic move to join forces with a 
religion that will supplant Western religion and secular humanism— a religion with the 
potential to be as enduring as medieval Christendom (as Tanneur implies)—that would 
make a new Empire possible.  
Soumission therefore chronicles two conversions of “indigenous” Europeans: of a 
Belgian man and a French man, both academics. That François and Rediger are of 
European descent creates a strange and satirical reverse colonization process, as the 
Islamic colonization, which Rediger proposes as imams 3.0, replaces the former Christian 
attempts. With a touch of humor intended for serious consideration, Rediger mocks a 
colleague who discusses imams 2.0, described as “ceux qui s’étaient donné pour mission 
la reconversion des jeunes Français issus de l’immigration musulmane. C’était plutôt 
maintenant, corrigeait-il, d’imams 3.0 qu’il fallait parler: ceux qui convertissait les jeunes 
Français de souche” (Houellebecq 273). The notion of imams 3.0—involving the 
transformation of “indigenous” Europeans such as Rediger and François into Islamic 
leaders—supports Gopnik’s claim that the French intellectual class is the intended target 
of criticism through their refusal of responsibility. During his period of premature 
retirement, François readily admits relief at renouncing his intellectual duties 
(Houellebecq 227). Considering Sartre’s emphasis on personal responsibility, François’ 




that many twentieth-century intellectuals had supported Stalin, Mao, or Pol Pot without 
reproof, because “l’intellectuel en France n’avait pas à être responsable, ce n’était pas 
dans sa nature” (Houellebecq 271). Clearly the intellectual elite is a primary target of 
satirical criticism. 
The “ordre supérieur” that Tanneur insists elevated Péguy’s poetry, thus fueling a  
sense of “something greater” than mere patriotism, is achieved in the novel through this 
new manifestation of Islam. This version, however, is a far cry from the “sublime faith” 
evoked in the descriptions Griffiths cites. In Houellebecq’s version, Islam becomes 
Griffiths’ “tepid” sham. This revised version of Islam ultimately becomes a slick and 
artificial surface that allows access to what Houellebecq calls a “supercool” (284) life, a 




François, like Rediger, seems to accept that a new European Empire is on the 
horizon, one that will rely on religion but ultimately ensure François’ social status. As 
Gopnik accurately summarizes:  
 
Without faith, any idea of a French or a European revival is impossible. Why not 
Islam, whose deity is properly remote—and thus right for a cosmos that science 
has shown us to be immense—rather than provincially incarnate and local, like 




Rather than “why Islam?,” the question becomes “Why not Islam?” That is, the  
expedience of superficial conversion is chosen over the painstaking pursuit of divine 
transcendence. Rediger long anticipates the “retour du réligieux”: following the “suicide” 
of Christian Europe, something else—something religious—will presumably supplant it. 
Thus Islam becomes a means to “make Europe great again” in the new Empire. The rise 
and fall of empires is an age-old obsession, inseparable from Montesquieu’s metaphor of 
imperial decadence evoked in Verlaine’s words discussed earlier: “Je suis l’Empire à la 
fin de la Décadence” (104). In Glorious Perversity, Brian Stableford calls the decadence 
of someone like Verlaine at the end of the nineteenth century “a literature of moral 
challenge” (137). Indeed, canonic decadent literature fundamentally questions accepted 
moral frameworks and acknowledges opposing human impulses. The fact that François 
undergoes a superficial, farcical conversion should give us pause, as it involves no moral 
challenge. Here, I am not arguing for or against any inherent value of any religion, 
whether Islam or Catholicism; rather, François’ conversion gives rise to uncomfortable 
questions. These questions force the reader to re-evaluate “moderation” as a desirable 
path.107 
 In current parlance, words such as “extreme,” “fundamental,” or “radical” have 
 
107 In this sense I do not mean “moderation” or a “happy medium” in terms of centrist 
political philosophy, most associated with the concept of “juste milieu” and Louis-
Phillippe’s attempt to find a balance between the extremes of anarchy and autocracy.  In 
an artistic sense, this “compromise” tended to seek a balance between the modern and the 
traditional, and in the nineteenth century, between the Impressionist movement and the 
style pompier embodied by Bourgeureau. In this dissertation, I believe the concept of 
“moderation” speaks to the question of whether a more procedural, “neutral” liberalism 
(in the sense of the political philosophy that is liberalism) can provide the framework of 
meaning and values that made religious humanism possible over many centuries, and that 




negative connotations in the context of religious discourse. Yet François’ middling state 
of apathy throughout the novel is unacceptable from a moral standpoint. François’ 
affectless neutrality, which aims to subdue any intensity, leads nonetheless to extreme 
consequences. The protagonist’s conversion process engenders radical and unjust 
political changes that end up seeming normal: the gas station murders in the Dordogne 
that the protagonist does not report, or an education system that prohibits women from 
teaching. This is the reverse of Sartre’s inculcation, where active choice and conflict are 
necessary to avoid the tempting road of neutrality, political or otherwise.  
Lorin Stein’s official translation of the last line, possibly the most important in the 
novel—“Je n’aurais rien à regretter”—chooses the word “mourn” over “regret.” In 
Houellebecq’s universe, the state of mourning does not exist because it presuppose the 
presence of something to be mourned. If I could argue for a second most important line in 
the novel, it would be the words François says to his ex-girlfriend Myriam just before she 
is forced to flee France: “Il n’y a pas d’Israël pour moi” (Houellebecq 112). Lacking all 
that “Israel” represents in the novel—the possibility of pain, joy, or familial solidarity—
François is a middlingly sad figure with a shapeless trajectory. Certainly, he is no tragic 
hero who rises up against obstacles or society (or anything at all); rather, he aimlessly 
drives around the Dordogne. Despite Des Esseintes’ intense, frenetic agitations and 
neurotic episodes, the neutralized, affectless figure of François is more lamentable. As a 
result, he chooses a life in which he has nothing to mourn, and thus nothing of moral 
value to lose. That is, the only thing he stands to lose is his own bodily comfort. 




neglecting altogether Huysmans’ pursuit of the “nutritive moelle.”  
Although literary decadence is often chartered through the “shape of its descent,” 
the so-called “degeneration” of Soumission’s protagonist is strangely flat and shapeless, 
thereby revealing the disturbing implication behind the novel’s last line: a “Neutral” state 
of having “rien à regretter,” and thus nothing to lose. Indeed, the entire story of 
Soumission— and the entire parody of colonial ideology chronicled as a farcical religious 
conversion—is predicated upon Houellebecq’s universe of irrevocable loss, and a 
subsequent contentment with a supercool life. In actualizing a state in which he has 
nothing to regret, François’ existence resembles the one that Jed lives in The Map and the 







Each of the works I have examined plays with intertextuality, so that the abundant 
possibilities for intertextual readings become a form of “too-much-ness.” This “too-
much-ness” is activated not by the text itself, but by the reader, who must decipher the 
intertextuality, which adds to the metaphorical weight of the text, the “cadavre 
encombrant” that we are left with at the end of Nothomb’s Robert. Nothomb’s text 
converses with Baudelaire and Ionesco, and Houellebecq’s with Nietzche, Sartre, and 
Guenon, among others. Though Nothomb’s Robert is pared-down, the “too-much-ness” 
of its intertexuality explodes off of the page. Huysmans’s À Rebours, meanwhile, 
engages in an extravagant dialogue with writers, critics, painters, and musicians. In the 
spirit of the authors it analyzes, this dissertation also engages with intertextuality. To 
approach the “marrow” of originality, one much digest a plethora of texts, images, and 
ideas, all while entering into a process of reduction and removal described in chapter one.  
This study of decadent embodiment has focused on Western Europe, but the field 
is ripe for further inquiry that would transcend national boundaries to represent decadent 
literatures beyond Western Europe to places such as Japan, Senegal, Mauritius, and Iran. 
I have articulated the decadence of colonization as a form of failed reproduction, but 
more remains to be discovered with regards to decadent embodiment for the field of 
postcolonial studies. For example, an exploration of decadence and postcolonialism in 
contemporary Francophone writing might begin with an analysis of decadent 




Senegalese writer Ken Bugul (Mes Hommes à moi-2009), and Corsican writer Jérôme 
Ferrari (Le Sermon sur la chute de Rome-2012). I hope to pursue an understanding of 
decadence in the context of post-colonial Francophone literature and to explore 
contemporary iterations of decadence on a global level. 
In addition to the implications of decadence for the field of postcolonialism, much 
remains to be explored within the realm of gender studies, particularly in the context of 
Nothomb’s anorexic decadence. Despite Robert’s insistence on a “feminine” fairy tale 
aesthetic, replete with sparkly costumes, pink, princesses, and sugary concoctions, 
Nothomb’s decadence culminates in the refusal of gender and sexuality by means of the 
child-body. In some ways, Nothomb turns traditional “masculine” decadence on its head 
with the anorexia representation, paradoxically an excess of lack. This minimalism taken 
to excess exemplifies the feminine paradox of being simultaneously “too much” and “not 
enough,” physically. Likewise, we encounter a similar phenomenon in the realm of 
sexuality. On the one hand, we find a material quality to the femininity of princesses and 
fairies, but on the other hand, this femininity is not at all sexual. Rather, it is childlike: an 
excess without any sort of purpose or release. In upending definitions of both gender and 
the fairy tale genre, Nothomb offers what we might call a feminist critique of decadence, 
one that intrudes on what is canonically a masculine movement. 
Embedded in the decadence of both Huysmans and Nothomb is a process of 
removal and subtraction—an excessive minimization— that whittles away excess in 
search of an original essence. Although both Huysmans and Nothomb are concerned with 




a downward movement, while Nothomb’s manifests in an upward movement attempting 
to transcend gravity through flight. Houellebecq’s marrowless decadence, on the other 
hand, falls into a third middle zone of flattening out all possibilities. This flattening out 
represents a fallenness so extreme that it becomes what I call a universe of “additive 
nothingness”: a series of additions that predictably amount to nothing.   
The idea of additive nothingness brings us first to Houellebecq’s problematic 
portrayal of religious conversion. Considering the prospect of  “additions” that come 
from outside François’s normal way of being, the act of conversion bestows one such 
outer layer. François was not born into the religion of Islam, but seemingly “adds” it to 
his identity roster, as if checking a box on a curated online profile, rather than 
internalizing beliefs or experiencing transformation. This “adding” of religion introduces 
the question of agency: does François choose to convert, or does he passively yield to the 
new regime? More to the point: what is “submission?” Is François’s submission process 
active or passive? How can the reader decipher Houellebecq’s depiction of this “middle” 
range of agency? And how do we interpret the fact that, despite the question of agency, 
François is nonetheless relentless in maintaining nothingness and sustaining the Neutral? 
On the one hand, François contents himself with microwave dinners— 
a form of cliché, or mass-produced copies of originals—with a “resignation partielle,” 
and thus he submits to common practice, even if the submission is “partial.” However, he 
calculatedly places himself in a vulnerable position within Rediger’s territory, in a 
posture that suggests he is open to conversion. In this way, François’s “resignation 




maintain nothingness. In this light, the novel’s title is misleading yet strangely 
appropriate: rather than a concrete “moment” of submission, we encounter a disturbing, 
Neutral blur of partial resignation.  
As we have seen, Houellebecq’s satire upends Sartre’s paradigm of choice: the 
idea that neglecting to choose is still a choice. If Sartre says that not choosing is 
impossible, then Houellebecq portrays a Neutral universe in which not choosing might be 
possible. François enters that third middle zone in which choice is hazy and agency is 
blurred. Despite this murkiness, it is clear that François maintains the Neutral at all costs. 
Once again, we encounter that fundamental irreconcilability characteristic of decadence.  
If Houellebecq’s satire problematizes choice, it does so in the context of what 
Carole Sweeney calls the primary hypothesis of Houellebecq’s work as a whole: the idea 
that “market principles have come to determine and define every aspect of human life” 
(41). Thus the satire of choice must be examined within the framework of neoliberalism 
and its relation to capitalism. Consumerism depends on the power of choice, whether that 
choice is to consume a microwave dinner or to convert to Islam. Identity has become a 
commodity, and identities are chosen and curated just as an online profile is polished and 
edited. In satirizing Western society through the figure of François—a character with 
questionable agency—Houellebecq challenges the idea that we can choose an identity as 
a category by which to claim value, and thereby criticizes society’s over-confidence in 
neoliberal choice. 
Finally, in light of the post-colonial angle of Houellebecq’s satire, we must 




upon people from the outside: an identity “added” onto people with (seemingly) no 
choice but to convert and assimilate. Since the project of empire-building historically 
involved forced conversions, many of these so-called conversions must have been in 
name only, not in belief. If Houellebecq’s marrowless decadence is characterized by a 
series of clichés about religion that are adopted without real meaning, then we might say 
that colonized converts become “reproduced copies” (Westernized and Christianized) 
who lack the original “aura,” to evoke Walter Benjamin’s The Work of Art in the Age of 
Mechanical Reproduction. Problematically, colonized subjects become rotely reproduced 
copies of European citizens, yet lacking the (original) ties to (Western) land, religion, and 
family. This failed reproduction constitutes a form of decadence, in which the “originals” 
in question are the bodies and minds of human beings as opposed to an artifact or original 
piece of artwork, as in Benjamin’s framework. 
Perhaps the most poignant example of failed reproduction is the moment in 
Soumission evoked earlier, when François bursts into tears upon the realization that 
Myriam grew up in a family unit. Although I read this moment as a symptom of the 
“loss” of the traditional nuclear family, I wish to add another layer to this reading 
involving authenticity, in the spirit of “too-much-ness.” I have showcased the antimony 
between France and Israel as providing one of the keys to understanding Soumission. It is 
only in the presence of Myriam that François is confronted with the knowledge that he is 
a flat, Xeroxed copy of an original template (i.e. he literally becomes a reproduced copy 
of Robert Rediger). Myriam, however, is an original that cannot be reproduced, exuding 




figure of Myriam, then non-belief/inauthenticity/reproduced copies unite under the figure 
of François. François’ weeping in the presence of Myriam—the original aura—signals his 
recognition of an original essence that he lacks. Finally, this decadent form of 
reproducing banal copies of the original—whether through colonialism, through 
conversion, or through crass materialism—becomes part of the process of additive 
nothingness in which all additions add up to the same emptiness. 
François’ status as a reproducible copy of Rediger becomes a symptom of his 
extreme fallenness, defined as a moral depravity so great that redemption is out of the 
question. If François is an unoriginal, reproduced copy, Houellebecq takes his 
protagonist’s unoriginality jusqu’au bout. By contrast, Nothomb and Huysmans’s novels 
propound and embody novelty, testing the limits of originality. Plectrude—as signified 
by her outlandish name—is clearly an original. Even when she tries to conform to the 
excessive restriction of the Écoles des Rats, she cannot be forced into submission. By 
contrast with François’ figurative spinelessness, Plectrude’s body and spine, operating 
under the spell of her name, revolt. Likewise, Des Esseintes is incapable of following the 
doctor’s orders to return to the society of Paris and partake in common pleasures and 
amusements. His digestion, his body, and his mind—like the “cervelles ébranlées” 
(Huysmans 144) of the initiated—will permit nothing less than the hyper-refined. 
Ultimately, Plectrude and Des Esseintes are infallibly original, to the extent that their 
processes of subtraction still add up to something. Other themes and components of these 
decadent novels break down, such as the question of genre, the instability of gender, the 




essences of Des Esseintes and Plectrude remain, no matter what is removed. 
Many of the concepts I explore in Soumission— post-decadence, additive 
nothingness, marrowless decadence, the Neutral—are synonymous in that they can be 
reduced to one essential: that extreme fallenness. If unoriginal clichés are symptoms of 
marrowless decadence, then perhaps clichés fail because the original templates are 
fundamentally flawed. Most importantly, these questions or musings are neither relevant 
nor productive because chez Houellebecq, all processes and outside additions still add up 
to nothingness. In this post-decadent universe, action leads to nothingness; inaction leads 
to the same nothingness; and François’ passive submission (this third realm of middling 
agency) also leads to nothingness. The only logical conclusion to Houellebecq’s tale of 
decadence is that, as “millenials” say on Instagram, #nothingmatters.108 
Legend has it that someone asked Michelangelo how he had created David, and 
he replied: “David was always there in the marble. I just took away everything that was 
not David.”  Whether or not Michelangelo spoke these words, this sentence points to the 
pre-existence of some mysterious essence that always “was.” This essence was revealed 
only as excess was chiseled away. As matter is subtracted, removed, or erased, that which 
remains moves closer to an original essence.  
The decadence of Nothomb’s and Huysmans’ excessive reductions and 
subtractions still add up to more substance than the “additive nothingness” of 
Houellebecq’s universe of irrevocable loss. In this respect, Houellebecq’s depiction of 
marrowless decadence is strangely consummate in its emptiness. 
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